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Herb Sweeney had @ problem, He had 
borrowed money with which to purchase 
cattle along the Rio Grande; but unless 
he could find a trail hand to spell him 
during the long journey north, he risked 
losing his investment before he could 
sell the cows to the Army, ‘Therefore 
when a quite young and obviously inex 
perienced Mexican youth offered his 
services, Hetb accepted the offer in spite 
of some misgivings, 


The misgivings changed to consterna- 
tion when the youth was revealed to be 
« beautiful seorita, disguised as a man 
so she could not be identified and re: 
turned (0 the middle-aged cabatlero 
whom she had promised to marty. For 


now Herb’s situation was worse than be. 
fore, in that, asa gallant man, he could 
hot dismiss his segundo, 
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Sunset tumed the clapboard, false-fronted buildings 
olden as Herb Sweeney walked past the regular cow- 
town business places—a saloon, a store, another saloon 
with jaundiced eyes, his saddlebag on one shoulder, 
Sharps in hand. 

Here, south of the Red River, east of the northern- 
tnost bend of the Brazos, everything seemed sleepy and 
quiet. 

Herb tumed from the wide, dusty street fenced with 
hitchracks, tinkling now with one early piano, into the 
cheaper of the two hotels, a Mexican one over a cantina 
lobby, only two blocks from the edge-of-town livery 
stable where he had left his four remuda horses. 

In the cool, shadowed cantina interior, a gracious 
Mexican host and barman combined rubbed his hands 
\unotuously when he gave Herb a room for the night, 
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escorted him upstairs to it, brought him water to drink 
and clean up with, When Herb came downstairs to the 
cantina from the hot room, a fat, mustachioed sefiora 
prepared ordered frifoles, tortillas, white cheese and 
coffee, while his host hovered solicitously nearby, 
lighting a candle to dispel the dusk. 

As Herb ate, his host recommended the tequila on 
hand; and before Herb could say he wanted none, 
poured the drink in an unwashed cup and set it before 
him. 

As his host's hip still leaned against his table, Herb 
asked, “Can you tell me where Sefior Avila’s hacienda 
is?” 

“Si.” A subtle change, it seemed to Herb, came over 
his host’s face. “You seek work there?” 

“No, Up at Doan’s Store on the Red, I was told I 
could buy good cattle there—reasonable.” 

“Si, That you can; cheaper than from the Anglos.” 
Herb’s host clearly described landmarks en route to 
Avila’s hacienda, When the Mexican finished, he 
moved away to the near bar to squash a cockroach, and 
Herb thought him gones but the Mexican returned and, 
standing beside his patron, whispered in his ear: “The 
seftorita just coming down is to mary Seior Avila, 
where you are going,” 
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To be courteous more than because of interest, Hex 
lanced at the sefiorita who had just descended the 
stains, trailed by a black-clad duenna; the two women 
went to a table by the comer window. While Herb had 
intended to look only once casually out of respect for 
his host’s words, then turn his gaze away, he found him- 
self fascinated, unable to do anything but stare, The 
sefiorita did not helong in this cheap hostelry, but Herb 
guessed she was there because it was Mexican, while the 
other was Anglo, catering to the major group in the 
Grayton area, 

The sefiorita, a slender, lissome Castilian, wore @ 
rich, dark gown, low cut, Spanish style, showing shoul. 
ders of perfeotion, and was hemmed short enough to 
reveal ankles the likes of which he had never scen for 
shapeliness, In her black hair rested a small, delicate 
shell comb; her dangling earrings, which set off the 
planes of her aristocratic face, glinted with matching 
blue-fire diamonds. 

Immediately, the fat sefiora hostess set before sefio- 


rita arel duenna a meal obviously ordered previously. 
As the seiforita ate, she looked out through the corner 
window at the darkening street of the cow town, Follow: 
ing hor glance, Herb saw a tumbleweed that had sur- 
vived till now and was rolling along in a rare gust of 
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‘wind between two xiders heading for the hitching rack 
before a saloon. 

“Ah,” breathed Herb's host, still at his patron’s ear, 
“that Seftor Avila should win such beauty—or any 
man!” 

Herb pulled his gaze away from the sefiorita with her 
chaperone, He was here to buy cattle; women, espe- 
cially Spanish ones, were not part of his plans, He 
cleared his throat, changing the subject. 

“If am able to buy cattle tomrorrow, sefior, do you 
know an—ah, out-ofwork vaquero or boy who desires 
to learn cattle driving that I ean hire cheap?” 

His host sighed sadly. “There is no such person in 
Grayton that I know of, sefior, All are working, many 
on trail drives up toward the railheads. Ah, how these 
drives are making Texas!” 

Despite himself, Herb stole another look at the 
lovely seftorita by the corner window, “If you hear of 
one such, sefior host, let me know in the morning, or 
before I ride north, Pll be grateful.” 

“It isn't likely, sefior.”” 

As Herb slowly sipped the unwanted Mexican 
liquor, the seftorita and her duenna rose, crossed to the 
stairway and ascended out of view. 

Tired, now alone except for the host, Herb soon went 
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upstairs to bed, hearing nothing and seeing nothing 
further of the Spanish ladies. 
fen next morning when he came downstairs and 
ate, he saw nothing of the seforita or her duenna. As 
hig rose to leave after drinking the seffor’s strong black 
coflee, he said, “PH return before I drive north, 
seiior, in case you hear of a yaquero—even an un: 
trained boy.” 

His Mexican host shrugged, typically pessimistic. 
“Seftor, PL ask around—but it is unlikely there is 
anyone to hire, Caitle workers are as scarce as during 
the war.” 

Herb sighed, “Adios, till later, We'll see.” With his 
chaps, his gunbelt carrying a gun on the right, a knife 
on the left, Herb guessed he was catalogued as just 
‘another cattleman now his bill was paid, 

He left to got one of his horses from the livery and 
out to dicker with Seftor Avila, who sold good 
“reasonable,” and was soon to be the fortunate 
bridegroom of this sefforita of the hostelry. 

Later thet morning, as Herb sat his roan gelding 
hoside Sefior Avila, watching two of the Mexican’s 
vuqueros eutting out a hundred and fifty head of sleek, 
plump steers of the Avila brand for his approval, he 
listened as Avila explained those wearing the second 
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brand were some Rio Grande cattle purchased but not 
yet rebranded. 

As Herb listened courteously to Avila, he actually 
was thinking that the commissary officer at Fe, Sill, in 
Indian Territory, could not object to this first-class, 
Avilecbranded beef; and that his money belt would 
not be completely emptied of the borrowed money in it 
if he paid a straight five dollars a head to Seftor Avila. 

Sefior Avila broke in on Herb’s thoughts, “Nice 
cattle, sefior?” 

“Fair,” Herb admitted, as if reluctant, his eyes 
studying the longhorn steers, Actually, he was jubi- 
lant behind his poker face. 

“It is a sale, then.” The fat, dirty hands rubbed 
together. “El dinero, the money, Sefior Sweeney; let 
us ride to the casa, I'll write you a bill of sale; give 
you a drink.” Sefior Avila raked his mustang with the 
roweled spurs till the beast jumped. 

Herb rode alongside the smelly cattle seller. “Un 
equefio favor, sefior,” Herb asked. “Could your two 
vvaqueros help me take these steers to Grayton; hold 
them briefly while T hire a hand?” 7 

ASE 

The two of them—the lean, muscular buyer and the 
bellied, grasping seller—rode toward the near build- 
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ings. They would not have had to use the massive gate- 
way but could have entered several places in the walls, 
originally built for defense but now broken in spots 
and never repaired. ‘The casa, still amid trees, was also 
somewhat run down, bearing only a hint of its original 
design for gracious living. Even flowers and decora- 
live bushs that still bloomed and leafed showed an 
obvious lack of eaxe. Once excellent barns and corrals 
were patched earelesely. 

As the riders tumed from the weedy driveway to 
the hamyard, several chickens went squawking away 
as if hawks were overhead. Seior Avila, pulling up 
fast, was hardly out of the saddle before a brown 
youngster hurried from a stable to take his horse's 
hyridle, then Herb’s. The “Bull” as Avila was called, 

ve no word of thanks but only forged ahead past a 
shady cottonwood to the main house of the hacienda. 
Herb followed the Mexican inside. 

‘The room of the residence Herb entered showed a 
jumble of saddles, guns, ropes, blankets—like a stable, 

Nodding at the woodwork and furniture in disre- 
pair and need of polish, Avila told Herb: “I have no 
housekeeper, but soon, lal T'ye been a bachelor too 
long. I haye arranged with Domingo of the Rojas fam- 
ily, an old one, bankrupted by rustlers along the Rio 
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Grunde, but temporarily in Grayton, to marry his 
sister, a Seflorita Ana Maria. A lovely, tender young 
irl with the best blood of Castile in her veins. 'll be 
young again—” the Bull smiled to himself at the 
thought—"with such a bride!” 

Herb felt passing sorrow for the young seflorita, 
but it vanished when he began to count out eash onto 
an already loaded desk, Sefior Avila, seating himself 
ona broken-runged chair, began to scrawl out a bill of 
sale, largely in Spanish seript, with a few English 
words interposed to show his bilingual learning, 

When handed the bill of sale, Heb waved it dry 
and read it; after folding it, he stowed it in his deflated 
money belt, which he then rebuckled about his waist, 
pulling down his shixt over it. 

Seftor Avila asked, “Going by Doan’s Store?” 

“Yes, Crossing there seems good.” Herb hesitated, 
then asked: “Know anyone, vaquero, cowboy, or just 
a youth, I can hire to spell me with the herd up to Ft. 
sil? 

“No, sefior.” Bull Avila flashed his teeth, raking 
the cash received from Herb into a metal box in a 
drawer of the desk. “But try the Mexican cantina; 
some of my countrymen who loaf there like to earn 
a little money.” 
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“Si,” Herb agreed, “Gracias.” 

‘Then the Bull poured two unwashed glasses full of 
whisky, which Herb found was good as the two drank 
it. Shortly, after shaking hands, Herb left, wondering 
ayain how even a bankrupt family could sacrifice such 
‘lovely young bride to the fat Avila, who was old 
‘enough to be her father. 

After Avila’s two vaqueros and Herb had bedded 
down the newly purchased hundred and fifty longhorn 
Moers near Grayton, Herb left the two helpers tem- 
poratily and rode into town, intending to see if per- 
haps his Mexican hostelry host might have heard of a 
huund he could hize to help him drive his cattle noxth. 

‘The gracious host, with his immense sefiora second- 
ing him from behind the bar, shook his head sadly, 
however. “The town is scraped clean of cowboys— 
, black or white.” 
at there anyone?” Herb asked, “Even some strip- 
ling of a boy?” 

‘The host thought, scratching his stomach medita- 
. “Seitior Domingo Rojas is a cattleman, He has 
1 bankrupt; perhaps, despite his high estate, he 


“But,” the sefiora broke in, “he is busy—arranging 
the marriage of his sister—” 
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“To Seftor Avila! True! I doubt if he'd be inter- 
ested.” 
“He's out—as always.” 

“Get word to him for me if you see him, will you, 
ser? I have horses for anyone, a saddle outfit. All 
I need is a willing worker.” 

The host nodded “I will, but I doubt~” The Mexi- 
can spread his hands, 

Unhappily, Herb left. He tried the Anglo hotel, 
every saloon, even the big general store, asking for a 
lead on a drover; but he finally rode out of Grayton 
toward sunset, alone and worried, no hand hired. 

‘The Avila vaqueros had made it plain that after 
dark they could be no longer with him and the herd; 
they must be at the Avila hacienda by the next dawn 
to work. 

Over a campfire, he cooked and served them sup- 
per. As he ate, he admitted his inability to hire a 
helper, but got no consolation; only placid counte- 
nances, He saw the two Avila herders set off for 
Grayton. 

Herb was frying bacon and boiling coffee the next 
‘morning, knowing he could not hold his eyes open long 
enough to drive the herd through alone, when he saw 
a slim dot of a figure in Mexican garb walking across 
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the prairie from Grayton, Herb felt better immedi- 
ately. He blessed his Grayton hotel host, set the skillet 
off the fire, forked his tired night hawk saddle horse, 
ind set off toward the approaching walker. 

‘As he loped near the walker, even the slender frame 
of the Mexican youth did not quench his enthusiasm. 
Maybe the jacket and tight pants, Mexican boots and 
hig sombrero were a bit fancy for a vaquero and not 
the best fit for a boy, but he figured if he could get 
even a green youth on the trail herd, he would make 
4 cowboy of him, He would get his herd through; be 
able to sleep some, 

Reining up beside the youth, who raised a fright: 
‘ned face to him, Herb shouted, “Domingo, 1'll bet!” 

Herb thrust « hand down and slid a foot from a stir. 
up. “Catch hold, muchacho; use my stisrup. No 
vaquero has to walk who works for Herb Sweeney. 
You'll ride to camp behind me. I’m the one does the 
walking if any has to be done. Fellow, am I glad to 
yee you! I'm glad my host came up with you.” 

Hesitantly, the Mexican youth took Herb’s hard 
hand in his soft one. No sooner was the youth's foot in 
the stirrup than Herb hauled him up behind himself 
‘und sot off jubilantly for camp. 

“Just in time for breakfast.” Herb spoke over his 
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shoulder, “I'l put on some extra grub for you, 
‘vaquero.”” 

When the youth said nothing, Herb continued, “I’m 
a gringo talker, but dang glad to see you, Thought I'd 
have to spook this herd up north by myself, Don’t even 
believe I could herd day and night that long,” 

As the youth still said nothing, Herb asked: “You 
are Domingo?” 

‘There was a feeble nod of the head. 

“You come to work for me. Good; I'll double 
regular pay. That's how bad I need help. No fifteen, 
twenty bucks a month and found, Forty dollars to Ft. 
Sill,” Herb said. “Top wages; all right?” 

The whisper that came Herb knew to be a shy agree- 
ment, He had thought for a minute he had a mute boy. 
“You don’t talk much,” he yolunteered. 

“T usually talk too much,” the youth answered 
clearly. 

Herb started. This kid was young: his voice hhad not 
changed yet. Herb shrugged. Anyway, he had a helper. 
A boy was better than nothing, even if his voice was 
not a man’s yet. 

Reining heside the campfire, Herb helped the slen- 
der fellow dismount; the Mexican was nervous, Herb 
immediately piled more bacon in the skillet and set 
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out extra beans, The coffee already bubbling was 
enough for two this time. He poured a cup and handed 
it to the quiet one. 

“Never punched cows—drove cows—been a var 
quero?” 

“No, seffor.”” 

“You're hired anyway, as I said. Before we leave 
Grayton, though, I better get you a poncho, some 
chaps, maybe a sidearm, We go through Indian Terri- 
tory. Ever use a gun?” 

“No, sefior, That is, not very much.” 

“Well, anyway, PLL scurry into town and get you 
some things.” Herb eyed the slim figure. “Maybe a 
shotgun would be better for you if you've no gun 
raining. You could handle a shotgun, in ease there's 
troublo— rustlers, Indians, snakes. Nothing like a 
shotgun to hit when you can’t aim good.” 

“Do I need a gun, sefior?” 

“Domingo,” Herb said, pointing at the Sharps in his 
suldle boot where the night horse stood now, bridle 
off, head down, grazing on picket with the other three 
horses of the small remuda, “that buffalo gun there 
is the best thing there is to talk to rustlers or hostiles 
with, But maybe, #f P'm Icky as I'am today, we'll be 
to Ft, Sill barracks and never see a thing but each 
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other and these steers. ‘That'd be nice.” Herb smiled 
“You'll lear cowpoking en route, Pll try to teach you 
the best I ean; treat you like one of my own family— 
if Thad one.” 

Domingo smiled for the first time, The Mexican 
boy was @ handsome youth; resembling his sister. Herb 
filled the youth's tin plate first, watched him eating 
hungrily but shyly. After the boy got to know him, 
Herb guessed, he would not be so shy. 

The two ate quietly. After finishing breakfast, while 
Domingo still sipped coffee, Herb, waving aside 
shyly offered help, cleaned up everything but the cof- 
fee pot, which he filled anew, leaving it on the fire till 
he retuned from Grayton, He pulled his saddle off the 
night horse and put it on the frisky, fast roan gelding 
then he took the second saddle and bridle he had 
brought for hired help and cinched it on the most se- 
date horse he had, a pinto maze that would not buck 
even if invited to do so. Tt would take a burr under the 
saddle to make the old pinto sunfish, 

“Domingo,” Herb said, “PL go into Grayton quick; 
come back the same, Pronto! Just don’t make any 
sudden noises. These cattle are finally settled and have 
pretty good grazing. If you will, you might ride 
around the herd, out @ piece, just to see none drift too 
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far, But Pl not leave you long.” 

Domingo Rojas nodded, smiling faintly, and fin- 
ished his coffee. 

“You can ride, muchacho?” 

“Si, sefior.” For a second, more speech seemed 
forthcoming, but the youth went shy again. 

“PIL help you in the saddle,” Herb said, and 
hoosted him aboard. He looked up to see the youth 
flushed, staring at him oddly. 

Herb forked the roan gelding, reined about, waved 
and stated in a lope toward Grayton. Behind him, 
when he looked back, Domingo was on the pinto eas 
ing her sbout the grazing steers as Herb had asked. 
Herb felt much better. The kid could ride! 

In the general store in Grayton, Herb picked up a 
poncho,  bandanna, chaps and leather gloves he fig- 
ured would fit Domingo’s pale, soft hands, more coffee 
beans, flour, commeal, bacon, jerky, When he men- 
tioned he could use a shotgun, the storekeeper brought 
out a double-barreled ones Herb hefted it, broke it, 
‘und bought it. He loaded it up with buckshot shells 
and even picked up a few more 45 cartridges, just in 
case he needed them himself, In case of trouble, he 
reckoned, he would have to do most of the fighting 
himself. He had plenty of Sharps paper cartridges. As 
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he was finishing buying, he added a cowbell, lariat 
vope and a second canteen, He figured the kid would 
be all right, having seen the way he had already started 
riding herd. 

As he paid, the storekeeper, a ‘Texan native, asked, 
“Going up the Western Trail?” 

“Yea 

“Luck. But wateh for the full moons!” 

“Some Comanches or Kiowas loose?” 

“Expeot both, from what I hear. Maybe others— 
Osage, Cheyenne. With some hostiles still off the res- 
ervation, there're government ration bucks listening to 


Sioux war drums up Yankee way; know what I 
mean?” 

“T know.” 

The storekeeper was ready to talk more, but he 
stopped, not knowing Herb. 

Picking up the shotgun in one hand, the other phn. 
der in two wheat sacks, Herb went outside, Tying the 
sacks behind the saddle of the roan and mounting, he 
left town, eager to see how the kid was doing, 

Domingo rode toward camp when he saw Herb com- 
ing in, His handsome face slightly flushed, the Mexican 
dismounted, went to pour Herb a cup of coffee and 
brought it to him, He had taken off the pot and kept 
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the coffee warm on coals, Herb eased the wheat sacks 
onto the ground by the campsite and took the cup the 
Mexican offered. 

“Domingo,” Herb said, “you don’t have to wait on 
me. Nobody's waited on me since I left home in In- 
dianny. That was before the Battle of the Wilderness. 
Iwas hardly older than you then.” Herb drank his eof- 
fee, eying the slender youth, “Look in the fullest sack. 
You got a poncho there, chaps, leather gloves, and 
shells for your shotgun here.” 

Shyly, Domingo settled his sombrero firmly and 
began to rummage in the wheat sack, his back to Herb. 
“The gloves fit,” the youth said, He tumed, pleased 
with them, 

your hands looked soft,” Herb said, “I wear 


turned away and began to try on the chaps. Then he 
faced around. “Do I wear them 80?” 

“Flere.” Herb went forward, stooped, untied and 
then retied the rawhide supporters to the helt. When 
Herh straightened up, he wondered why Domingo was 
so red-faced, “Don't need ’em to protect your boots,” 
Herb said laconically. “You want more coffee before 
wo start spooking those steers to the Western Trail?” 
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“No D’ve had enough, sefior.” 

“t's work then, kid.” Herb began to pack up the 
camp, Domingo helping shyly. “You bring up the 
drag, the rear. Want help mounting?” 

“Soon I won't.” 

Again Herb helped the Mexican astraddle, Once 
aboard, the kid sat well. 

Herb climbed onto the roan and set upon the steers, 
yelling, “Hiitie! Hiiiie!”” 

‘The cattle raised their heads at the noise, shaking 
their long, curving horns, and began to drive toward 
the northwest, the Western Cattle Trail; they would go 
up itto Doan’s Crossing on the Red River. 

Herb began to sing as he jogged. 


Domingo rode in the drag dust all morning; at noon 
Herb and the youth ate jerky and drank water from 
their canteens together; afterward, without a word, 
Domingo returned to the rear position, yelling the 
slowpokes on. At dusk when they bedded down the herd 
hy @ cottonwood-edged creek for the night, Domingo 
helped Herb gather wood for the fire. Realizing how 
tired the kid was after a day spent purstiing recalei- 
tant steers, Herb said, “Sit and rest.” But Domingo 
washed before dropping by the fire. 

Later, Herb said, “You'll soon get in trail shape,” 
dishing his helper sowbelly and bean soup, adding hot 
sourdough biscuits, Handing lim a scalding. cup of cof 
foe, Herb added, “The first few days with a green 
hord are the worst. Then they get trail broke, These cat- 
ile aren’t too bad to begin. ‘They follow that steer 1 
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belled good. This Sefior Avila knows beef.” 

Domingo, who had been eating hungrily, choked. 
“These—his?” 

“I bought ‘em, Five bucks a head. Lucky to get 
them, Lots of Texans axe driving annually to the rail- 
heads, Newton, Dodge City.” 

“They go that far north, sefior?” 

“Yes.” Then in the night Herb heard the distant 
whicker of « horse on the backstrail. He stood up, his 
right hand automatically checking the butt of the gun 
on his right hip. “We've got company coming, kid, 
Never can tell who's out here.” He bent and dug out a 
handful of the .12 gauge shotgun shells. Breaking the 
double-barreled shotgun, he fed a shell in each of the 
chambers, snapped the gun shut with a click, handed 
it to Domingo and stuffed the extra ammunition in the 
Mexican’s jacket pocket. 

“Seftor, what=?" 

“Step back in the dark; hide out of sight in the cot- 
tonwoods, If trouble starts, shoot to kill.” Herb added: 
“Only don’t get me with a wild shell. PL go for the 
dark, too, if there is gunplay.” 

“You don’t think—” 

“Rustlers? T don’t know what. Maybe it’s friends, 
Maybe just travelers, Now get, pronto.” 
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The kid, carrying the double-barreled shotgun, 
started away. 

“Remember,” Herb advised, “pull back the hammer, 
squeeze the trigger, and don’t shut your eyes when you 
aim, Pronto!” 

‘As Domingo hurried away into the darkness, Herb 
rapidly cleaned up the eating gear and stowed every- 
thing in a bag. 

Herb could hear the sound of several horses, now 
fairly close, 

‘A man called: “Sefior Sweeney?” 

Herh recognized the voice. “Seitor Avila, Weleome! 
Ride up.” 

But Sefor Avila dismounted and came walking for- 
ward. With him came a second, slender young Mexi- 
oan, also walking, The two came in the light of the 
campfire, Sefior Bull Avila looked as hoglike as usual. 
‘Tho Mexican youth with him was a double, a ringer 

for Herh’s nev hand, Domingo—even dressed similarly. 

Casually, Herb came nearer the fire; bending, he 
dropped his empty coffee cup onto a sack. “Doggone it, 
seflores,” Heth said, “you'll have to wait for coffee. 

Just finished the last. Can you wait for a fresh pot?” 

“No,” said Sefior Avila heavily. “We had coffee 

jack a piece. We're out look-seeing for someone,” 
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Herb grinned. “Don’t tell me, sefior, my money I 
paid for those steers was counterfeit.” 

“Oh, no, no,” Sefor Avila hastily interposed. “Your 
money's good. This is not a cattle matter. The cattle are 
yours. You paid for them; you have a bill of sale, 
We're just looking for someone.” 

“You're looking at him perhaps?” Herb drawled. 

“No, seftor, not you—a girl!” 

“A gisl!” Herb exclaimed. “Dang, that’s the last 
thing you'll be finding here, Don’t even think I got a 
she-cow—unless I’ve been misled.” 

“Did you hire a hand?” 

Then Heth got the lay of the land, 

“Yes,” he admitted, “dang it, this morning, Then T 
went to town to get the fellow some stuff. When I came 
back from Grayton the vaquero had taken off—but ho 
never stole a thing,” Herb added hastily. “I'm missing 
nothing,” 

Seftor Avila looked at the young Mexican, truly a 
double for Herh's Domingo; the youth now cleared his 
throat and said, “But Ana Maria had long hair~ 

“What kind of an outfit did your vaquero wear?” 
Seftor Avila asked Herb abruptly. 

“Mexican clothes,” Herb admitted. “Never had time 
to make inventory. A very young fellow. Guess when 
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offered him eight dollars a month, he figured it wasn’t 
enough. Likely he hiked back to town while I was gone. 
Never saw him again. I'd have paid more, had I known 
he was dissatisfied. Don’t have a puncher you can lend 
me to Doan’s Store, or beyond, for his wages, of 
course?” Herb added. “I'd appreciate it.” 

“Noy” said Sefior Avila abrupily. “Maybe you can 
pick up some drunk left over at the crossing by some 
outfit ahead.” 

“Of course.” Herb nodded. “I'll be there in short 
order, ’Course, I’m going to be sleepy night hawking 
and day driving together till then.” Herb’s voice sound- 
ed real unhappy. 

“Sevior Avila, you think Ana Maria is back in Gray- 
ton now?” the young Mexican asked. 

“Wouldn't be surprised,” grunted Avila sourly. 
“Lot me tell you, Domingo, once I marry your sister, 
che'll settle down. When she’s my wife, she'll not be 
running off like—like—” He faltered, afraid to voice 


his exact words, 
“Your bride-to-be?” Herb asked Seftor Avila, sur 
sed, 
“gp” 
“You know how nervous brides get,” Herb reminded 
him. “Likely she’s changed her mind and is back wait 
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ing for you now, pleased as punch at all the excitement 
she’s stirred up. Women are worse to spook than a trail 
herd in a lightning storm.” 

“That could be, seftor,” Bull Avila grunted. “May- 
be I should have picked an older woman to marry.” 

“No, sefior,” the double of Herbs Domingo said. “A 
Rojas keeps—” 

“Excuse us, Sefior Sweeney, Come on, Domingo. T 
guess we both got spooked today.” Sefior Avila tured 
and started toward his riders. “Thank you anyway, 
sefior.” j 

“Sorry,” Herb said. 

Domingo went off with the Mexican cattleman. 

Herb stood and watched, Soon he heard the horses 
yanked about, and the riders back-trailing, Assured all 
his guests were gone finally, he stooped over the coffee: 
pot and squeezed out half a tin cup, Then he walked 
carefully into the darkness where his hired rider was 
ensconced, 

“Come on out!” he yelled. “They've gone.” 

Then he walked back to the campfire, took a last swig 
from the coffee cup he held, and turned around onl 
when the kid came trailing up with the double-barreled 
shotgun. 

“I pulled this one hammer back, sefior,” the kid said 
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‘unhappily. “Will you lielp me with it?” 
Herb took the gun and uncocked it, taking out the 
shells. 

“Kidj? Herb aid, “I’m glad I've got you.” 

“What did Sefior Avila and the other seffor want?” 

Herb laughed. “Not you, vaquero. They were look- 
ing for some seforita who flew the coop rather than 
marry the Bull.” 

“Ah” 

Her brother was along, I think he's unhappy. May- 
be he’s beginning to realize the problems of being 
Avila’s brother-in-law.” 

“What'd you say to them, seffor?” There was tight 
ness in the questioning voice, 

“Call me Herb, I said I bet the git] was probably 
pack in Grayton waiting for them.” 

‘The kid giggled. 

Herb continued: “I bought these cattle with bor- 
rowed money. It’s true I’ve some poor longhorns up 
north on poor grass at my spread. Poor bage of bones 
go bad the Ft, Sill commissary griped about them, de- 
Jivered under contract as they were, ‘The C.0. there 
threatened that he'd have the commissary buy good eat: 

tle and charge them to me, under my contract, unless T 
secured better ones. It would break me, that would. I've 
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Got to get these buck pronto, See, muchacho?” 

“L see, seflor.”” 

“Call me Herb— With your help, muchacho, I can 
got these through.” 

“PIL do the best 1 can—Herb.” 

“Gracias. Now, kid, tum in this blanket roll of 
yours and sleep. I'll wake you for a tum at night 
hawk.” 

tan 

Herb shifted his saddle onto the night hawk bay 
mare and swung aboard to look around the herd, which 
was fairly peaceful, Behind him, the kid waited till 
Herb left before hitting his bedroll, 

After midnight, Herb roused the kid by shaking his 
shoulder, and gave him a cup of fresh coffee,’ As the 
kid came awake slowly over the coffee, Herb saddled 
the mousy night mustang, nearly as calm a mount as 
the day pinto, and tumed his own night bay onto picket. 
Shortly, Herb boosted Domingo up. As the kid rode 
off, Herb stumbled over to his blanket, rolled up and 
dropped asleep immediately. 

Herb awoke early, made breakfast and called, “Do- 
mingo!” The kid rode in sleepily. As the youth ato, 
Herb asked, “How're you standing it? That is, outside 
of maybe being sleepy.” 
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“Seftor Herb, my big problem is going to be sleep,” 
the kid told Herb, rubbing his eyes tiredly, 

Herb grinned. “You can siesta at noon; perhaps 
that'll help.” 

‘The kid smiled wanly. “Surely, sefior—Herb.” 

“You'll do!” Herb said, “Steers will keep you awake 
till noon, I betcha.” 


‘The steers settled into the routine of the drive that 
sovond day, and so did the kid, Herb tried to make 
things easy as possible for the new hand, and when 
dusk was settling again, Herb did his best as the camp- 
fire cook. The kid ate his chow hungrily, and was nod- 
dling, nearly asleep before reaching his bedroll. Herb 
rode herd till late, only quitting to make coffee in the 
hluckened pots he walked over to waken the kid only 
when the hot, black brew was ready. 

When Herb first tried to rouse the kid with, “Do- 
iningo!” the only answer he got was, “Let me sleep!” 
sh, and the kid turned over. Herb put out his 
huund to shake the tired youth, whose head rested on 
his saddle; Herb's hand was caught in a web of long 
Jrluck hair. The kid, up to now, had kept that long hair 
\nder the big sombrero: but while Herb had suspected 
tho situation he was in ever ince Sefior Avila and 


i 
Ul 
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Domingo Rojas had come calling, he drew back, 
startled, his breath expelling, 

But the touch of Herb’s hand woke the kid anyway. 

“Oh! Seftor, I'm sorry!” the kid exclaimed, awake 
ing fully and sitting up. 

“Time to get up,” Herb said, his voice a bit shaky. 

The kid, without looking up, began to draw on his 
boots, then pulled on his hat. 

Herb remained silent, then stepped over to the cof- 
fee pot, poured a cup and returned with it, unable to 
speak further. 

“So you know, Sefior Herb?” The voice was a girl's 
—not a boy’s voice before maturing. 

“What?” 

“1 can tell you do.” Then: “How long have you 
known?” 

“Biver since Seftor Avila was here—and the other 
Domingo. 1 suspected—from them. But your hair 
now—” 

Sadly removing the sombrero, she looked up at 
Herb. “You want me to go?” 

“Dang it-nol If I chanced to bea girl, ’d not want 
to marry that Sefior Avila myself,” 

“Neither did I!” 
“Why didn’t you tell your brother that? ‘That was 
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willy Domingo, your brother, wasn’t it?” 
"Si, Domingo means well, He thought a rich mar- 
riage would give us security. I hated to run away—but 
J couldn't marry—I couldn’ stand—” 
“Maybe Domingo meant well. But you were the one 
3 hitched.” 
“My parents are dead—Domingo thought he was do- 
ing the best for me.” 
“Maybe.” 
ince you know I'm a gitl, I guess I'l have to 
leave.” 


ON, 


lease, I do need your help, bad. You know 
wt, At least stay till T can get another hand, Maybe I 
‘un at Doan’s Crossing. Besides, a girl, traveling alone 
through this country—even i boy garb—" 

“You mean it? You want me to stay anyway?” 

{can't stay with these cattle day and night, Pd 
hover get to sleep. You can see thet, Your being here 
hives me a chance to sleep.” Herb finally got around to 
pouring himself a tin cup of brewed coffee, “Drink 


your coffee.” 
“PL stay then till you got another hand.” 
“Good. Pll treat you just like a boy, or man, You 
know you ean trust me. Besides, if you are running 
wll be farther from Sefior Avila.” 
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“Si, Tknow.” 

“You're Ana Maria? The seiiorita I saw with the 
duenna in the hotel in Grayton?” 

“Tam, I'm sorry about my aunt—running away from 
her. I’m still running away from—Sefior Avila. I'm 
sony it hurts Domingo.” 

‘Hle'll understand in due time.” 

“T hope 0.” 

Herb looked at Ana, who began to sip the strong 
coffee, For a brief time, he thought there were going 
tobe tears, but there were none. The boy who was really 
a girl only brushed her long hair back from her face. 

“Will he-Sefior Avila—follow, Herb?” 

“T veally don’t know. He went back to Grayton.” 

“You'll help me stay hidden from him?” 

“You know I will. I thought it was a terrible match 
after I saw Avila—and I remembered seeing you.” 

Ana finished her coffee and stood up. “I'm ready to 
night herd.” ‘ 

“Tl relieve you sooner.” 

“No. I'm getting used to it. I’s not so bad. T rather 
like it in the open, T was raised on a rancho, you know. 
We had cattle till they were all rustled. Then, before 
I could realize it, we were bankrupt—poor, After our 
parents were dead—Domingo couldn’t ranch,” 


RED RIVER MAVERICK 39 

Heth mechanically went to help her mount as she 
walked to the waiting mustang he had saddled for her. 

It seemed that next day as the two drove the herd 
hoth Ana and Herb were more constrained, less in- 
clined to talk. They were nearing the Doan Crossing of 
the Red perhaps, Herb thought, that- was why. He sup- 
posed it was best they go their separate ways there, As 
they ate at dusk, though, the weather began subtly to 
change, The excessive heat did not disappear with the 
suin, Instead, it seemed to become oppressively warm, 
Herb figured the night might give them herd wouble, 

“Jet going to storm, Sefior Herb?” Ana asked as she 
ate, breaking a long silence, 

“Late tonight, I think, Even the cattle know it. 
‘They're restless. Pd better stay up all night.” 

“No, Herb—please sleep first, tll it storms. Before 
it breaks, PI waken you.” 

Herb looked at her, She was a worker and interested 
in helping, He studied her face in the campfire light. 
Sho was definitely feminine; how could he have been 
mistaken, even at first? 

“Al right, Wake me in a few hours; if it does 

Jorm, or the eattle get mean—wake me sooner.” 

When he rolled in, he fell asleep like the proverbial 

log. He never heard the thunder or saw the lightning. 
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Perhaps it was because he was so tired; perhaps be- 
cause he had trust in Ana’s night herding, When he did 
wake it was to feel Ana shaking him frantically. 
twas starting to storm heavily; the fat, thick, wind- 
blown drops sputtered on the campfire as he sat up, 
yanking down his hat to protect his face. Lightning now 
forked rapidly across the sky almost constantly; thun- 
der rumbled heavily, He pulled his boots on hurriedly. 

‘Ana cried to him: “The herd—it’s running—what 
yout call stampeding! I did the best I could! I couldn’t 
hold them!” 

“No one can stop a stampede—usually, Don’t fret.” 

“Will it be all right?” She bent low to talk to him, 
looking small and desolate in her big poncho and rain- 
dripping sombrero; her face seemed white in the light 
of the campfire being extinguished by the increasing 
downpour. 

Herb jumped up and drew on his slicker, “The bell 
cow—is the spook cow gone?” 

She nodded unhappily. “Si.” 

‘The first day Herb had put a bell on the spook steer 
which seemed alivays to lead the herd. ‘This wild, 
mealymnosed brown cow, with a wide stripe down its 
hack and broad-spreading, seven-foot blue homs, re- 
mained always at the front. 
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“Pll bet that bell cow is leading the stampede.” Herb 
into the rain separating Ana and himself, “May- 
1d ‘Ll stick together.”* 

‘The girl nodded hopefully, Herb grabbed up his wet 
sulle and threw it on the bay. When Herb swung into 
the saddle, Ana rode elose for directions. 

Come along, vaquero,” Herb cried to her. “Now 
you'll see the happy life of a cattle drover chasing « 
hod trying to lose itself in a storm!” 

Herb pointed the bay mare forward, seeing only 
when white flashes of lightning made the prairie as 
light as day, ‘The rest of the time the night was pitch 
Inlack. 

Alter « time the lightning and thunder stopped, but 
th kept on coming down, In the complete dark- 
how it was harder to trail the spooked herd; once Herb 
dismounted in the mud, took off his hat and struck a 
lipht, shielding the gleam with his slicker. He was still 
on the trail, he saw; the herd was still going north; 
Ana and he were riding drag on them all right, 

It stopped raining in a little over an hour; but, as it 
Ind poured while the wind-blown sheets descended, the 
wrth was a quagmire, Tt was a long night anyway; 
nwvertheless, Ana kept riding the remainder of it with 
him, In the first light of dawn they came on the herd, 
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seemingly intact, heads down in a grassy pasture, 
grazing, now calmed, the two day horses with them; 
the flanks and sides of the wet animals were smoking 
with their body heat in the glow of the new day, 

“Stay here,” Herb told Ana as they circled the now 
quiet herd, and he counted the cattle roughly. “IE there 
are any strays, I'll round ’em up. But I think we've got 
nearly all the herd here, ‘That's a good bell steer.” 

‘Ana looked very tired, sitting the mousy mustang 
mare, “Sure, Herb.” She tried to smile, but it was 
more of a grimace. 

Herb tured the bay night hawk back. It was a dreary 
business slogging back through the muck to where they 
had camped at dusk, But he got there, packed up and 
arrived back with a few strays to the herd and Ana 
shortly after noon, ‘The mud was already drying in the 
hot sun, 

He rode over to Ana and said, “They'll he all right 
while we eat, T guess.” 

There were splatters of mud dried on Ana’s face. 
“Food—it sounds good. But in all this sea of wet" 
Her rein was loose on the saddle horn as her freed 
hands spread expressively. 

Herh guessed he looked equally muddy, but the 
smiled at her. He was glad the herd had come through 
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the storm and their run in good shape and seemed in- 

t could have been worse,” he said, “They could 
scattered to the four winds.” 

He dismounted by a cottonwood log and with his 
sheath knife began to cut past the damp outer woods 
yoon he had a small pile of inner, dry, tinder wood, 
snc in this he started a blaze, 

‘Ana came up with the coffeepot. “I didn’t think you 
could start a fire, Herb, after that rain, But now 
what?” 

Herb kept digging out more dried heart wood with 
his knife, srailing up at her anxious face. “Wait.” The 
work was worth the effort when they were able to drink 
hot coffee and eat bacon and beans, Both of them were 
rofreshed after the meal. 

“Tomorrow,” he said, “we'll be at the Red.” 

Ana’s face quivered. “You want me to leave you 
then?” 

“Not unless you insist,” he said. “You're better than 
any drunk cowpuncher I might accidentally find at 
Doan's Store, Pd like you to stay, just as we bargained 

ut were Domingo outside Grayton—till we reach 
Tf you will.” 
“Pl stay—gladly.” 


‘They let the cattle rest along the south bank while 
they ate a cold lunch and studied Doan’s Crossing 

| preparatory to fording, 

When two cattle inspectors, looking for tick fever, 
came riding up, hard-faced and sour, Ana again had 
her hair under her sombrero; and she remained in the 
background as Herb showed his bill of sale, convincing 
the men his cattle came from north of the fever zone. 
‘The two inspectors, still disgruntled and not worried, 
it seemed, about cattle going only to Ft. Sill and not 
into Kansas, forked their weary mounts and left to 
check on hig herds that might be harboring the dread 
disease. 

When the cattle inspectors were gone, Herb again 
eyed the Red. “We can make it,” he said. “You ride 
drag, Ana. Use the end of the rope on the stubborn 

‘ 
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uilenders; don’t be afraid to yell.” 

Shortly he mounted, swung his lariat over the horns 
of the bell leader, and spurred his roan gelding into the 
muddy tiver current, dragging the braced front feet 
of the reluetant steer behind. 

Ana, on the pinto, began to go yippeeing on the drag. 
‘The herd raised their heads; and as the bell cow started 
swimming, the herd plunged into the reddish water on 
Iiail. Herb kept the swimming roan forward. 

‘The roan swam well and, while going downstream 
some, soon struck mud bottom on the north side of the 
Red and went Iunging up the river bank into Indian 
‘Territory, making it impossible for Herb to take his 
ope off the shaking homs of the bell steer. Herb took 
tho rope from the horn of the saddle instead, snubbed 
it on a sapling a short way from the river bank, then 
circled back upstream, striking the stream again above 
the herd, to recross and help Ana drive drag across. 

But Ana was already riding the swimming pinto in 

jdstroam, yelling, ropelashing the Jaggard drag 
toors just chend of her like en old hand. Most of the 
swimming Ionghorns were striking the north shore, 
Herh swing down with the current to join her, and it 
|voked for a few minutes as if they were going to make 
it across the Red without incident when a mean steer 


‘ 


46 RED RIVER MAVERICK 

almost beside the girl’s mare struck mud bottom on the 
north side, and took the occasion to swing sharp horns 
around in an angry jab at the pinto, 

Startled, the pinto reared, a raw, erimson line on 
her near shoulder; Ana was thrown from the saddle, 
and moiling water closed over her. 

“Grab a tail—or leather!” yelled Herb. He drove his 
spurs deep; and the roan, swimming strongly, came 
down near where Ana had gone under, Gasping, Ana 
cate up before Herh, swimming; and he pulled the 
roan near, reached out for and caught her Mexican 
jacket and shirt, dragged her close, around, and onto 
the roan behind him, Ana’s arms came around his 

vaist, holding tight, He felt her wetness against his 
hack as she clung excitedly. 

‘The roan, deep in the water, again fought valiantly 
to make the near north bank in the wake of the last 
of the drag steers, who were now wading onto Indian 
Territory. 

“ATL right, Ana?” Herb asked, worriedly turning 
his head, 

“Tust wet.” Ana laughed low. “Tt was fun! I didn’t 
mind—really.” : 

“T sweated a minute,” Herb said. “Steers? horns 
and horses’ hooves can be bad medicine in the water.” 
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‘The roan struck bottom and came up on the last of 
the steers, now shaking themselves on the bank, Herb 
turned again in the saddle to smile at Ana, who loos- 
ned her grip on him and leaned back. 

“We're across,” he said, pleased, 

Her face was as happy as his. 

Quickly he said, “Take this roan; I'll go over and 
soe to your pinto.” Herb dismounted, and Ana moved 
into the saddle, Walking to the homeraked pinto mare, 
hw quieted her; noted the wound was not dangerous. 
Retuming to his saddlebags behind Ana, he got « jar 
of salve and smoothed the ointment on the pinto's 
shoulder. 

Ana, dismounted to wateh him, holding the rein of 
tho gelding, said, “I’m thankful the hurt wasn’t bad. 
Usually the pinto’s so quiet.” 

“And I'm glad it wasn't your limb that was raked by 
iv stoer’s horns.” 

“My leg? So am I,” Ana patted the now quieted 
into from which Herb pulled the saddle, The mustang, 
was near, and he swung Ana’s saddle on her, 

Ana patted the mustang, then slipped lightly into the 
wldlo, unaided. Shaking his head, Herb went to take 
his rope off the bell steer. 

Soon rounding, up the cattle, the two began to drive 
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north; before Herb realized it, he was singing. It was 
not long before Ana’s voice joined his. 

Next morning, Ana and Herb were still light- 
hearted, and it seemed that everything was going along 
fine on their drive, The steers, having grazed along the 
vay, were maintaining their full, plump hides. 

The two rode all day, making better time than a 
large herd could make, ‘Their camp that night was still 
carefree, On the moming of the second full day's drive 
north, Herb was at the point, and back at drag was Ana, 
pushing on the stragglers, Herb saw an oncoming rider 
approaching leisurely from some distance ahead, He 
glanced at Ana. She saw the man nearing, too, for she 
immediately twisted her hair up and covered it with 
her sombrero. Again, she appeared to the casual eye to 
be a boy, a Mexican vaquero. 

‘The fellow who rode slowly toward them, appraise 
ing the cattle, Herb, and eventually his trailing rider, 
‘Ana, was @ handsome man, dressed in a foppish man- 
ner, considering where they were. He had on high 
boots, hig silver spurs; his breeches were buckskin, like 
his hunting shirt, which was open at the front and 
long-fringed, He wore a white boiled shirt and a sill 
necktie with long ends flying behind. Around his waist 
was a red silk sash; on his head, a regular Mexican 

. 
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sombrero, His Mexican saddle was covered with silver; 
the mustang he rode bucked and shied all the time, 
hut the approaching gentleman rode his mount like his 
skin, 

Herb stopped the cattle and sat very still; and at 
drag, Ana was motionless and quiet, too. 

“Good moming,” said the handsome rider, lifting up 
his hat politely to Herb, 

“Good morning,” Herb retumed. 

“Mighty nice-lookin’ cattle,” the man said, 

“Just bought them a few days back along the Dil- 
lingham Prairie from a Seiior Avila.” 

‘The handsome rider tikted his sombrero back on his 
hoad. “Recognized the brand,” he said pleasantly. 

Heth thought next the fellow would be asking to see 
the bill of sale, and he was ready to show it to him, 
It would not hurt anything; he would know then Herb 
was no rustler, and these were tricky days. 

“Where you takin’ them?" 

Herh saw no reason for subterfuge. “Ft, Sill. They're 
under contract to the commissary there, They’d not he 
likely to feed this choice beef to reservation Kiowas or 
Comanches." Herb laughed easily, studying the fellow, 
knowing he was not there just for the ride, 

“Not likely.” After a few pleasant remarks about 

. 


50 RED RIVER MAVERICK 

the weather, the markets along the rail heads, Dodge 
City in particular, the handsome rider came to the real 
purpose for his visit. “I’ve got a big herd of cattle 
about three miles to the east; I’m afraid your long- 
horns might give ’em the fever, and I want you to 
keep more to the loft, off my range, if you will.” 

“Well,” Herb drawled, “these cattle come from 
north of the fever line, but I realize you have only my 
word. I’m agreeable anyway, since I'm a cattleman. 
myself, Pl go along with your idea. I'll swing around 
your herd.” 

“Thank you,” the handsome man said. “If you don’t 
mind, TH keep with you a mile or so, to show you 
where to go.” 

“That's nice of you,” Herb said, not displeased at 
all, for he knew how the South ‘Texas fever was worry: 
ing some cattlemen further north, He began to yell the 
herd along, and Ana burst out vociferously at drag, 

Not saying much more, the handsome fellow turned 
his cavorting mustang about and rode a mile or so, 
showing Herb where to go. Having done this, he turned 
to Herb politely, saying, “Thank you, and goodbye.” 
Then he rode on north, rather than east. 

‘Ana and Herb whooped the cattle along the route 
the handsome fellow had pointed out until they came 


RED RIVER MAVERICK 51 
10 a little rise, 

Herb no sooner hit the erest of the:ise than he wished 
hio had done a little scouting on his own, 

For right over the rise, his bell cow, lead cattle, and 
himself drove right into the handsome gentleman who 
had pointed out the route to him. The gentleman was 
hot alone now, however. Six cowboys, with guns at 
their waists and rifles in their saddle hots, sat their 
horses in a line with the fancy dresser, whose gunbelt 
soomed swung lower now. 

Riding on his shying mustang right up to Herb, the 
hwndsome gentleman said, still politely, “After think- 
ing it over, I have concluded it would be a pity to lose 
such an extra fine lot of beef cattle as you haye, so 1 
have decided to take ’em in.” 

Herb sat very still. He said, “I have about this many 
sorub cattle up north; do you know I contracted. them 
wo F' Sill, and the commissary is getting ready to re- 
jovt them all? The C.O. there threatens to buy good 
‘utile to replace my serubs and to force me to pay for 
thom. I'll be bankrupt, owing everybody, if that hap- 
wns, I borrowed money to buy this herd, I've got to 
\lcliver them to the Ft, Sill commissary, or I’m a ruined 
inn financially. Please understand how I'm situ. 
aod.” 
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The handsome gentleman listened quietly to Herb, 
and Herb thought hopefully he was going to let Herb 
by. But he was wrong, as he soon realized. 

All at once the gentleman drew a pistol in his right 
hand, real fast, and all the other men with him drew 
their hand guns just as fast. 

“My friend,” the fine rustler said, “we don’t take 
no advantage of cattlemen, but them cattle of yours are 
the same as government property. They are going to 
feed soldiers: Federals. I know the war's over, cattle. 
man, but all such property is as much ours as any- 
body's.” 

Heth said bitterly, “If it wasn’t for these samo Fed+ 
eral soldiers, all the Kiowas, Comanches, Apaches, 
and heaven only knows what other Indians would be 
after your scalps this very day.” 

“Friend,” said the handsome rustler leader, “if I 
let that good lot of cattle go by, these very boys with 
me would string me to the nearest cottonwood. I can 
take these cattle, in due time, with mine, trail-brand 
them, and collect good money at Dodge City, Newton, 
or any railhead. I think I could almost replace my old 
plantation house and land, that were ruined by that 
devil Sherman going through Georgia, if I got enough 
cattle like yours,” 
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It seemed to Herb that the fancy leader was toying 
with him, like @ eat with a mouse. 

Herb tried reasoning. “Can't we make « deal?” 

‘The fancy leader's eyes flickered: “What could you 
offer?” 

“Let me get these cattle through; I'll make enough, 
| promise, to drive you up another herd for a present, 
with a bill of sale, signed. My word of honor.” 

“That'd be a real Yankee deal,” said the rustler. He 
cocked his pistol right at Herb. 

Herb’s right hand stayed away out from his gun butt, 
though he felt a rage to draw; he could not come out 
‘ahead in a lopsided shooting shulile like this, Maybe— 

“Now you git!” the rustler said, 

‘The rustler’s men just sat there, guns on Herb, 
smizks on their faces, as if it were a good show. 

Herb pulled the roan gelding around, Then he 
stopped. Turning in the saddle, he asked, “Can my 
Mexiean boy and T ent out the two night herd horses 
from the drag, where we've been running them? T's 
all the remuda I got.” 

“Git}” the rustler said, “You're lucky I'm not put- 
ting you both afoot! The next time I say git, by the 

vay, itll be a slug between your shoulder blades.” 
Herb believed him. He spurred the roan and circled 
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the herd sadly, going toward Ana, who still sat mo- 
tionless on drag. “Come on, Domingo!” he called to 
her. 

‘Walking the pinto, she came over to join him. 

“Let's git! Pronto! Vamoose!” he choked, 

Ana looked at his face, whirled the pinto about and 
started back-trailing with him. 

Behind them, though he did not turn his head, he 
heard the rustlers spread out and begin to haze his cat- 
tle along the same trail he had been driving them. Herb 
told himself he was a real yonius—delivering his herd 
to be rustled! 


Maybe the set of Ane’s beautiful chin inspired Herb 
to stop his roan not much over a mile along the back- 
trail. Ana pulled up the pinto immediately, Her dark 
yes sought his, and he thought he detected hidden fire 
in their opaque depths. 

“P'm not runing,” Herb said. “I’m not going to be 
stampeded. I’m going to make a stand, a ruckus that 
will Let these fellows know they tangled with me. 

“I'm glad, Herb.” Ana’s words were almost a whis- 
por as she reined the pinto nearer him, “But won't it be 
dangerous? ALL seven of that group live by the gun— 
and death, And possibly there are more.”” 

“Likely, But could you ride back to Doan’s Store 
lone? I can’t got you into this.”” 

“Td like to stay.” 

“A woman in this place, against this bunch of out 
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laws—you'd be in dire peril.” 

“Tm not afraid. I want to stay and help you if 
you'll let me, Please.” 

“Td not want you in the thick of it, but perhaps 1 
can find us a hideout, and you can stay holed there 
while I settle with these chaps. Maybe, if we get the 
herd back, we'll be able to go on peacefully up to Ft. 
Sill, Assuming,” Herb could not keep his lips from 
quirking, “the Indians in our path are peaceful, which 
sometimes they're not.” 

Ana spoke, not looking at him, pausing over the 
words. “Life on the trail seems beset by peril compared 
to our hacienda down south, Maybe if Domingo and 1 
had hardened sufficiently after—our parents were killed 
by rustlers, we'd have been able to survive. As it was, 
rustlers like these drove off our stock as if it were 
theins—till we were bankrupted. Neithor Domingo nor 
I dared fight back then, as you plan to. Maybe we 
should have,” 

“You know how it is then.” Herb turned the roan 
about; Ana, the pinto, They began to retum northwvest. 

Herb’s eyes were wary as the two returned toward 
the rise beyond which the rustlers had taken the cattle. 
He took his pistol from its holster and whirled the 
cylinder, checking the load, He even pulled the Sharps 
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from his saddle boot and checked the breech, the load. 
Reaching over, he took the double-barreled shotgun 
from the pinto and put « shell in each chamber, He 
might be forced into using every weapon he-or they— 
had, including the knife on his left hip. It would be a 
rough fight if he was to be successful in recouping his 
herd, 

He scouted the rise on foot before Ana and he rode 
over it, The rustlers had evidently gone on ahead some 
time before with the herd. They hed driven straight and 
casy, as if they knew the route well, It was easy to trail 
the cattle and riderss there had been no attempt to hide 
the trail, The rustlers were that confident that a lone 
catlleman and a Mexican boy would not dare follow 
them, strong as they were. 

‘The country that the herd was driven across was. 
typical of that section of the Cross Timbers: the land 
was half prainie; the other half was the thickest kind 
of blackjack and scrub-oak thickets. The prairie and 
\wooded strips seemed to run toward the distant Wichita 
Mountains, where rustler bands had been reported for 
the past several years. As Ana and Herb rode cau- 
tiously forward, he had to admit to himself that the 
fancily dressed rustler leader had taken him in very 
well. 
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In mid-aftemoon signs told Herb that the outlaw 
camp was not too far away. Having seen this, Herb 
immediately began to eye the biggest and most im- 
penetrable thickets, looking for a camp to hide Ana, 
himself and the two horses, After a while, he found 
such a place. 

Tt-was a broken area of land, with thickets like hair 
on a hound’s back, along a trickling small stream. 
‘When he pushed forward on foot into a hidden, choked 
draw, leading the roan, Ana, also afoot, followed with 
the pinto, Herb finally stopped in the midst of a small 
grassy space in the blackjack and posthole oak, He 
felt sure that here Ana would be secure and safe. No 
white man could find her here, he felt sure, And the 
horses could graze safely in concealment with her. 

Satisfied, Herb unsaddled and helped Ana do the 
same; and they started a small, nearly smokeless fire, 
and soon were eating bacon, flour gravy, beans, and 
hot sourdough hisenits. Filled with the good repast, 
they stretched on the earth for a brief rest, talking as 
the last brightness of day flared in the west. 

“['m leaving you the buffalo rifle,” Herb said, 
“which T hope you never have to use, Also, my gun- 
belt, the Colt and knife, That'll give you seven shots 
without reloading; more shells for both, T hope you'll 


RED RIVER MAVERICK 59 
not need the guns, but you'll have them, Myself, I'm 
tuking the double-barreled shotgun, for [Ll be getting in 
my work at night and at close range. Whatever hap- 
pons, unless you're sure I've gotten myself killed, don’t 
leave this hiding place.” 

He stood up, unbuckling his gunbelt, and Ana also 
rose. He said, “Pardon me,” and he moved, reached the 
junbelt about her waist, to get her waist size and 
marked where he would have to punch a hole. 

‘The hole punched, he replaced the knife in the sheath 
‘nd handed her the gunbelt. She took it and strapped it 
about her slender waist. The gun on her right hip, the 
knife on her left, looked odd only momentarily; the 
helt fitted. Herb released a sigh of satisfaction, He 
clearly explained the workings of the Colt, thon the 
Sharps, but wamed her against trying to shoot the buf. 
falo gun without using the ramrod as a rest, 

“You'll be safe,” he told her. He bent and rummaged 
in his saddlebags and came out with a pair of old In- 
«lian moceasins he had worn last when buffalo hunting. 
Sitting, he pulled off his boots and put on the moc- 

. “So I can’t be tracked,” he told her. “P’'m 
ot, till this is over.” 

He caught up three quarters of a box of .12 gauge 
shells, each shell loaded with sixteen, big'size buck- 
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shot, put them in his pockets. Then he took the double- 
barreled shotgun, 

“Hasta la vista,” he said, 

“Si, Herb.” 

He began to thread through the thickets of the draw 
hack to the route the herd had been driven by the rus- 
tlers, As he went along in the growing darkness, he 
kept alert, It was always possible the rustlers could 
have left  bushwacker to guard their last stretch of 
trail. 

But they had not, or at least Herb never saw one. 

He followed the cattle herd and rustlers easily, even 
in the dark, from the earth cut up by the sharp hooves. 
Going slowly, poking each hiding place ahead, near 
midnight he came to a narrow path in the thickets to 
one side where the herd had been funneled into a 
prairie pasture, Following by scouting through the 
thickets, he saw the pasture corral still held cattle! 
‘There seemed to he thickets all about the cattle pasture 
and camp. He began to steal through the thickets, got- 
ting the Tay of the camp. 

The rustler pasture was surrounded by thickets all 
around, he found ont in due time. His eattle were not 
the only ones in the prairie pasture, he next discovered! 
Thore was about thousand head, not counting his, 
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Off to the northeast comer of this natural corral he 
found the rustlers had a dugout. It was well. hidden, 
dug inthe ground like a cellar, not very high above the 
surrounding prairie. The only windows seemed to be 
mere peepholes suited for firing guns rather than for 
louting in light; he did not see any reflection of glass 
in the moonlight, though there could be panes too tiny 
for a man to crawl through. 

"The top part of the doorway to the dugout, he could 
see, looked light in the moon xays; he soon decided it 
was wooden, perhaps covered with hide for warmth, 
und was reached by going down several steps from the 
luvel of the prairie, like a root cellar. It would be al 
most impossible for Indians to take the dugout if it 
was filled with determined, gun-ready men, as he knew 
it to be. 

Quictly, he again sought his way through the edge 
of the thickets, back to where his hundred and fifty 
head of cattle grazed quietly, yet remained together as 
unit 

‘The two night hawk rustlers were down toward the 
west edge of the prairie with the big herd there tem- 
porarily. Herb moved from the thickets among, the eat- 
tle he had bought and driven from Seftor Avila’s ha- 
vionda toward the Brazos. The rustled herd, recognizing 
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him, accepted him quietly, making no fuss, Herb 
walked among them awhile; finally he found a stand 
of grass almost belly high to a cow, There he strotched 
out on the ground, the double-barreled shotgun beside 
him. 

As he lay there, and neither of the two night herders 
came down to check their newly acquired cattle—his 
own—he thought perhaps they had gotten off their 
horses and were sleeping somewhere, or swapping 
yams. Finally, as he was thinking of moving else- 
where, he heard the soft clop-clop of an iron-shod 
horse's hooves. 

Herb lay in the grass on his stomach, his moccasin 
toes bent, resting on the earth, He watched the single 
rider come close to him, checking to sce that the newly 
acquired herd of Herb had not decided to wander back 
out the funnel in the thicket wall. 

‘The moon was shedding light now and almost sil- 
houetted the night hawk rider as he rode his mount. 

Herb raised the shotgun, cocked back one hammer, 
and sighted the rustler outlined by the white glory of 
the moon. 

As soon as the black figure of the rider was directly 
in his line of fire, he squeezed the trigger. ‘The blast 
of the shotgun shattered the quiet night, 
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‘The silhouetted rider was blown from the saddle. 
‘The horee, startled, bucked a few steps, then waited as 
if cortain his rider would soon rise from the ground 
and remount. 

Herb still made no sound. He just lay still in the 
igh grass. 

‘The second night herder yelled: “What the devil is 
that?” 

Herb remained silent on the earth, The cattle about 
him continued to graze, and the moon continued to dif- 
{uso soft light earthward. 

“Jed?” the remaining night rider bellowed. 

Getting no answer, he dug spurs into his cayuse, 
‘The pound of galloping hooves came to Herb, lying 
there waiting in the grass, 


‘As the second rustler pulled his horse to a stop on 
sliding haunches, Herb raised the double-barreled 
shotgun again. He followed the hurrying rider to 
stop. Then he cocked the second hammer of the shot- 
gan, the one on the unfired barrel. 

‘The second rider suddenly heard the click of the 
cocking hammer, He whirled, only to meet the sixteen, 
large-size buckshot head on as Herb loosened the 
second barrel. 

Like Jed, the second night hawk rustler was slammed 
from his saddle onto the grassy prairie immediately, 
When his horse galloped away, Jed’s mount followed, 

Far back at the dugout, Herb sew a light come on as 
someone inside began stirring. 

Not ejecting either shell from his shotgun for fear 
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he would lose them and they would be found, Herb 
rose and began to direct his moccasined feet carefully 
toward the nearest thicket, 

Once in the thicket surrounding the natural corral, 
he began to work his way out of it onto the prairie 
outside. He skirted the cutup earth by which he had 
tracked the herd to the hide-out, for fear of leaving 
lacks, and, circling, headed back to the hidden camp 
draw where he had left Ana. 

It was still dark when he came to the thicket-choked 
draw where his camp was; and as he started into it, he 
called softly, in order to warn the girl, “Ana—it's 
Herb.” 

Instantly, he heard her answer. “Thought it was 
you,” 

When he came into the clearing, he did not at first 
we her; then she eame to him, from the darkness and 
caught his arm, 

“Herb, are you all right.” 

“Just sleepy,” he. answered. 

She said, loosening his arm, “I hoard shots, I was 
worried about you.” 

“You shouldn't have been.” 

Wearily Herb rolled into his blanket, and just he- 
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fore he fell asleep, he advised her, “Remember, when 
you shoot a .45, it keeps pulling up; keep it pulled 
down.” 

“PIL remember, Herb.” 

‘That was all Herb heard, He was asleep without 
further words. 

‘The next day, Herb scouted along the edge of the 
thickets until late afternoon, while the outlaws angrily, 
futilely tried to follow his trail. At that time, one of 
the riders was sent back to the dugout. Soon the rider 
came from the dugout with full saddlebags, took his 
saddle and threw it on a fresh horse; then he passed 
out the narrow funnel opening in the thickets, letting 
himself out onto the outside prairie, When Herb later 
checked the rider's trail, he could see the lone rustler 
had swung his mount south as if toward the Red River, 

Herb did not know what the outlaw rider had gone 
for, but he guessed it was a tracker who could follow 
Herb’s moccasin trail. ‘That meant Herb had to hurry 
about his business of finishing the job here, getting his 
herd free and continuing on to Ft, Sill. 

Hardly had Herb retumed to survey the rustler 
pasture before a man still at the dugout, obviously the 
cook, stepped outside, pounded on a metal pan that 
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flashed in the sun, and the grumbling outlaws went in 
body toward the dugout to eat, the fancy dressed: 
jontleman leader in their midst, 

Herb began to poke his way through the thicket, away 
from the corral, shortly coming to the grassy prairie 
ouside, Staying atthe edge of the brush, with a bit of 
dlovious zigzagging, Herb oireled back to the hidden 
draw where Ana waited. 

Before he attempted to enter the draw where she 
was, Herb again called, “Ana, it’s me, Herb.” 

‘The answer, surprisingly close in the thicket ahead, 
came: “I’m glad, Herb.” 

He went forward, and Ana, who seemed to be able 
to see well even in the gathering night, eame to him, 
outehing his arm. 

“Herb, you're all right?” 

“Yes, But so are they tonight.” 

“Maybe it’s as well.” She drew away. 

‘The two went, single file, through the brush of the 
draw to the natural clearing, Ana began to put faggots 
on the embers of the campfire, The horses still grazed 
on picket, There seemed no danger of smoke being, 
sown there if the fire was built correctly, and soon the 
lwo were eating. As Heth stowed away the last of the 


—— 
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warming, filling beans and sipped coffee, Ana said: “A the thickets, the only place it’s safe for me.” 
tustler rode past today. He went on the cattle route “What'll you do tonight?” 
back toward the Red River.” “Why,” Herb said practically, “I’m going to sleep.” 
Herb nodded, staring into the fire, “I saw him. 
You've verified my tracking, He went with full saddle- 
bags.” 
“Why has he gone?” 
“Pd guess,” Herb suggested, “that they've sent him 
for a trailer; someone who can track me, Perhaps a 
tame Indian perhaps ia good Mexican scout.” As Herb 
glanced up, he saw Ana shudder, 
“They'll find us then.” 
“We've got some time, In any case, my job’s not 
finished.” 
“You don’t think we should flee—while we can?” 
“You can go if you wish, I’m staying.” 
“P11 not leave unless you do, I feel safer with you.” 
“Gracias,” Herb said, “But what if there’re more in 
this band than what we saws only they're somewhere 
else?” 
“Don’t think of it, Herb.” 
Herb spoke unhappily. “1 couldn't do a thing to- 
night, They're all on night herd, They're holding the 
cattle bunched in the center; keeping them away from 


At daybreak the next morning, Herb was no sooner 
up than Ana, who had wakened at his first move, said, 
“While you shave, I'll got breakfast.” 

Shortly, after trickling molasses over his pancakes, 
Herb sat by the fire and began eating, “Good cooking,” 
he seid, smiling. “I’m glad you're along,” 

“Won't you leave this place, Herb, before—you get 
hurt?” 

“Nos I can’t, I’m going out again, There's nothing 
else T ean do but whittle them down.” 

Ana said nothing else. 

Having finished his coffee, he rose and started on his 
way ont of the draw with the shotgun, Parting the brush 
ahead carefully, he left the thickets about the camp. 
Cautiously, staying near cover, he came to the rustlers? 
aroa, All the rustlers seemed to have gone inside the 
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dugout, probably for breakfast. 

‘There was no one at all riding herd, and Herb saw a 
lot of cattle were working toward a point of woods that 
extended into the pasture near him, not far from the 
funnel entrance through the scrub trees, He knew that 

8 soon as someone came out to ride herd, one of the 
first things that person would do would be to drive 
those cattle away from the point before they drifted 
fe the corral. 

He proceeded to move through the thickets at the 
oxtreme end of the point. Cattle grazed quietly only 
yards from him, He sat down, waiting for the rider he 
know would come. He did not have to wait vory long. 

From somewhere in the pasture out of his sight, a 
rustler came charging on a full run after the cattle 
adging the point where Herb was hidden, From a dis- 
tunce, the rustler seemed a likely chap, Herb thought, 
really not so tough-looking as a rustler should be, The 


follow was dressed neaily and seemed intent only on 
herding the beef from the point Herb was hidden, Herb 
even doubted if the rustler was coming at a full run to 
escape a snap shot, Yot as the rider swung his exyuse 
‘lose, Herb got a better look at the man’s faces and he 
remembered it, Despite the boyish look, this was one 
of the rustlers, the one who had cocked his pistols at 
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Herb the day the group stole the hundred and fifty 
cattle, 

As the rider’s horse slowed, circling near, peeling 
cattle from the point, Herh raised the double-barreled 
shotgun, When the youthful-faced gunman was over his 
bead, Herb cocked one hammer and immediately 
squeezed the trigger. 

The rider was speckled with red blotches even as he 
stood up in his stirrups; then he fell to the far side of 
his horse. 

Herb tumed and started back through the thickets. 

But this time his escape was not to be os easy as 
before, Before he had struggled a dozen steps through 
the brush, two riders came charging pell-mell from the 
blind spot the first had come from, One oncoming rider 
turned to the left, one to the right; and they swooped 
along the point thicket one on either side, Surprised, 
Heth did not even think to shoot at least one, Back 
where the point jutted out narrowly from the sur- 
rounding woods corral, Herb saw one dismount, then 
the second. Leaving their mounts, one started to one 
side of the point, one to the other. 

They were going to cut Herb off, make an island of 
the point. Herb would be trapped there shortly. 

His mind whirled, He could break and run across 
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the grassy prairie of the pasture. He could try for one 
of the two standing horses, Only he could not; either or 
Lioth of them would get him before he got a horse, The 
only way he could have would be to fight past them 
through the neck of woods they held to the surrounding 
corral of safety. 

Herb began to hurry forward faster through the trees 
and brush, 

‘There could be more of the rustlers than these two, 
surrounding him, if this lasted long. While Herb hur- 
ried toward the neck of the point the two now held 
‘yinst him, he kept glancing back at the pasture to- 
ward the dugout, fearful of more rustlers coming. 

But as he neared gunshot range of the waiting two, 
they were still not joined by others. The others were not 
conscious yet of what was happening—or did not want 
to know, 

Herb did not doubt but that @ fusillade of shots 
would bring every rustler from the dugout to aid in 
finishing him off. 

Overhead, the sun was still in an early morning sky; 
Init it seemed warm to Herb, as if it were nearer noon, 
In his nervousness, he broke a branch going forward, 
‘nd near him a forty-five slug went careening through 
the woods, as if one of the rustlers were trying to feel 
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out his position, 

Immediately, from another angle, another six-gun 
sounded, and its lone slug went tearing through the 
brush, aiming at the sound of the branch Herb had 
broken, But both slugs were wild. 

He was glad the two trigger-happy boys were using 
only pistols. He guessed he would have been in more 
trouble if they had brought rifles, If the two started to 
return to their horses for rifles, he felt he would have 
to act. 

‘Two more sidearm bullets, almost together, but an- 
gled, which meant the two rustlers were not together, 
came toward the area where Herb was. But he was not 


standing now; he was flat on the ground, beginning to 
snake forward. 


‘Then Herb heard a halloo! And his heart swarmed 
toward his throat, He recognized the voice! Despite 
the danger, he stood up, looking, 

Leading his horse as a shield between himself and 
Herb, down the edge of the thicket corral came the 
fancily dressed gentleman leader. 

Herb slid again back onto his belly on the ground. 

“Boys!” the leader ealled. “Ts he in the point?” 

One of the men at the neck yelled an answer back 
to the chief: “He is! Be careful, Georgia!” 
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Georgia lot out a rebel whoop. “We'll get him, 
boys!” 

Herb however, had alzeady begun to snake forward. 
He guessed there was no reason to wait till the three 
of them closed completely on him, There might be 
more, now that he was comered. When a slug came 
close, tearing through the leaves, Herb changed his 
mind temporarily and sank flat on the ground, veritably 
pinned down. 

Georgia tied his horse and, rifle in hand, stole into 
the natural cover of the corral thicket, staying hidden 
tas he moved along to the neck toward his men. Herb 
juessed, now that he was pinned down in the point, the 
ustler felt pretty safe in the suzrounding, thicket. 

“Hold him, boys!” Herb heard Georgia call, “I'm 
coming, We'll show that we really don’t need help to get 
our bushwhacker after all!” 

One of the two rustlers cutting Herb off in the neck 
of the woods yelled, “Take care, Georgial He ain’t 
dead yet!” 

Georgia let out another rebel yell. 

He was nearing the neck of the point now, Herb 
hard him ask one of the two rustlers already there: 
“Ready to move up?” 

“Sure.” 
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“Spread out. We can either get him here or force 
hhim out on the prairie, I'LL take the center.” 

“All right, Georgia.” 

Cautiously, the three began to penetrate the brush, 
advancing toward where Herb lay prone. 

Herb began to'snake back along the point, away from 
the men, looking for a cottonwood log he had passed as 
a defense barrier. One of the men heard him, and a 
forty-five slug cut twigs near where he had been. Yet 
Herb still kept crawling along as silently as he could, 
searching for the downed tree trunk. 

Another slug came, but it was off and behind him, 
It-was where he had been before starting to look for the 
log. Then he saw the log, with a white streak where the 
lightning had ripped it. Herb hurried behind it. While 
it was a bit rotten, it would give some protection. 

One of the men fanning toward him had keen ears 
or eyes; his forty-five sent a bullet that imbedded itself 
in Horb’s log barrier only a few fect away from his 
head. Herb thought he saw a brush swaying oddly; and 
he aimed the shotgun, thumbed a hammer and fired. 

The man Herb hit, one of the two original rustlers to 
beitle him up on the point, heaved himself upright, 
showing plainly in the brush an instant, then fell back. 

Herb heard cursing, then silence, Suddenly a rifle 
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ball sang over'Herb’s head, almost skimming the top of 
the log, The fancy dresser was getting in the act! He 
was the only one with a rifle, Now that Herb knew he 
was spotted, he broke the shotgun and replaced both 
fired shells, putting the used ones in his pocket. He 
had two barrels, but he also wished he had his pistol 
or the Sharps. But it was a little late for that, Besides, 
Ana might need them worse. 

‘Then Herb heard the boom of the big fifty, his 
Sharps buffalo gun! The shot came from the woods of 
the corral, from about the place where Georgia, the 
gentleman rustler leader, had left his horse! It could 
only be one person, Ana Rojas! She was firing toward 
where she thought Herb’s two remaining attackers were, 

The buffalo rifle boomed a second time, and evi- 
dently that decided Georgia. He must then have begun 
to leave the woods of the point, though Herb could not 
soe him moving immediately; the cautious gentleman 
vent away from his own horse and reached the eayuse 
of the dead rustlor on the far side of the narrow point. 
When Herb caught a glimpse of the rustler head, he saw 
him mounting rapidly, bending toward the far side of 
the horse. 

“Hey, Georgia!” yelled the remaining rustler. 
“You're not going to leave me!” 
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Georgia's only answer was to spur the dead man's 

cayuse, which started running, making a great circle 
about the herd, then heading for the dugout. Herb 
watched as best he could, He guessed the gentleman 
rustler was going to roust out the rest of the hands 
against Ana and himself, The two intruders had to got 
out of there, Herb decided, not wanting Ana in any 

pitched battle. 

Herb decided he had better pass the remaining rus- 
tler and join Ana. He crawled around the log and 
began to snake for the neck of the point @ second time. 

But Herb had not counted on the stubbornness of the 
Ione rustler left, He sent another slug near Herb, guess- 
ing Herb might he doing what he was trying to do~ 
leave the point. 

Nevertheless, Herh kept on worming along, pretty 
sure from the rustler’s shot thet he had not seen him. 
Then the rustler heard a broken twig, saw a bush stir. 
Anyway, the rustler began to blast the area with his 
six-guns. Herb hugged the earth. 

Not too far away, at the edge of the woods was the 
horse the rustler now shooting had left there when he 
and his now dead companion had first trapped Herb on 
the point. Herb looked at it longingly. 

‘Then he rose and glanced at the dugout. He saw 
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Georgia cavorting his horse by the door there. Herb 
could imagine the gentleman sustler yelling and curs: 
ing, Even as Herb watched, he saw a rustler come out- 
sido in a hurry and head for a horse that stood. with its 
head down nearby. 

Herb stood up then and began to run for the horse 
hear him, As he parted the last bushes and grabbed for 
its bridle, it started to shy away. But despite the move, 
Herb got the bridle rein, yanked the horse around to 
cover him from a .45 slug from the point, and went 
running along, still afoot, pulling the startled beast 
toward Georgia’s horse, near where Ana had been 
firing, 

“Domingo!” Herb called, not wanting the lone rus- 
ler on the point to know there was a girl involved. 
“Take that horse; let's ride!” 

Feeling more confident, Herb mounted. The cayuse 
promptly sunfished under him. He found himself say- 
‘gely conquering the brute. 

[As the cayuse under him quit fighting and began to 
run, Herb saw Ana, her hair under her sombrero, still 
carrying the Sharps, swing up into the silver-decorated 
Mexican saddle of Geongia, Sho pulled Georgia’s mus- 
fang about as Herb rode down on her. 

“What is it, Herb?” 
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Herb swung one arm toward the dugout. Now she, 
100, saw two horsemen already spurting from the dug- 


out, coming straight across the prairie pasture toward 
them, 

The girl flashed a grin at him, “I see.” 

“Ride for the funnel opening im the thickets!” he 
ordered grimly. “They're bringing rifles on us al- 
ready!” 

Ana nodded her head, more serious now, “Sé, 
Herb.” 

“Swing far out around the point,” he told her. “I'll 
cover you!” 

Ana kicked Georgia’s mustang, 

Herb swung the rustler’s horse between the point and 
Ana as a precaution. He saw the horse Georgia now 
rode and the rustler’s mount begin to stretch out in a 
un, Herb kicked his eayuse harder, Moccasins did not 
bother the cayuse; he slapped its flank, stinging: his 
palm, and yelled. 

‘The from the woods came the rustler who had been 
so stubborn, He was now left afoot, but in each swing 
ing hand he held a pistol, and he stopped, spraddle- 
legged, mean, and began to raise both guns toward 
Herb. 

Herb swung the double-barreled shotgun up, 
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thumbed back a hammer and fired; he saw the man 
stagger, hit by the snap shot. But the rustler only 
dropped to one knee, gained control of himself, and 
started to pull up his six.guns again. Herb thumbed 
back the second hammer, carefully aiming before 
squeezing the second trigger. The kneeling rustler went 
to earth, a silent heap of clothes, his two guns firing 
into the long grass with his dying gesture. 

Ana and Herb kept racing around the point. 

A high, distant rebel yell broke from Georgia and 
another whoop fom his companion. The oncoming 
rustler riders had seen Herb down the stubborn rustler 
from the point. 

Georgia levered his rifle as if in anger, and fired a 
wild shot that went past both Ana and Herb and into 
the thickets of the point. 

‘Then Ana and Herb were rounding the point. 

Herb cried, “There,” pointing at the funnel in ease 
Ana could not remember where it was, They kept their 
horses running at the small opening; behind them, 
though temporarily out of their sight, Georgia and his 
companion were still im pursuit, 


Herb pulled his horse hack a bit to let Ana ride first 
through the opening in the thickets out of the rustlers? 
natural corral, hoping by so doing to cover her. Then 
he slapped the rump of the half-wild mount he rode, 


following hard behind her. Even as he did so, he looked 
hack. Georgia and his companion were just racing 
around the point in pursuit, 

“Go northwest!” Herb cried to Ana, “Away from 
the camp!” 

Ana’s seat in the silver-decorated saddle of Georgia 
was excellent; the mustang under her was stretched out 
low, running under the quirt. Herb’s pilfered horse, he 
felt, could never keep up with Georgia's mustang in a 
long race, but he did not plana long race. 

Behind the two, coming through the narrow opening 
in the thicket corral spurred Georgia and his one rus- 
tler companion; once outside, the rustlers swung their 
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mounts after Ana and Herb. 

With Ana along, Herb could not let the rustlers get 
too close. Georgia carried a rifles probably his partner 
had one in the boot, too. Herb’s shotgun was not made 
for long-distance killing, Ana had his pistol and knife 
iu the gunbelt strapped about her slender waist. While 
the Shaxps she carried would outreach the pursuing 
rifles, Herb felt sure she would not be able to use the 
heavy gun accurately from horseback, running as they 
were. If however, they stopped, he could use the 
Sharps to outdistance the rifles. 

‘They had raced along about three miles when Ana 
veined back Georgia’s mustang slightly, and Herb’s 
sweaty mount managed to pull abreast. 

‘When he saw a fringe of cottonwood trees, obviously 
along a small stream, he felt tempted to tum toward 
it, but did not although he began to ride more in a 
circular route, pointing it out to Ana, Farther upstream 
were rough wooded hills, What he wanted to find was 
stony, rocky spot near sheltering woods; and he began 
to look for such a place where Ana and he could dis- 
mount and lose their pursuers. 

When he saw the spot he wanted, the two were pelt- 
‘ng along the edge of some blackjack and serub oak that 
extended back to the hills. Behind the two in flight, 
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Georgia and his companion were hidden temporarily 
from view by an arm of trees and brush, 

“Slow,” Herb told Ana, “Stop slow!” 

He pulled up his foam-flecked mount by degrees. 

As he dismounted, Ana did the same. Herb hit his 
horse, erying out, running it ahead again; and without 
being told, Ana did the same with the mustang of 
Georgia. Both horses went bolting ahead along the edge 
of the woodland, The couple's pursuers were not in 
sight yet, But they would be at any moment, Herb 
knew. 

“Back in the thickets,” Herb ordered. “Only let me 
carry you!” 

“Why?” asked Ana, astonished. 

“Your boot heels,” he told her laconically. 

Before he picked her up, he smoothed out the heel 
tracks he had already made, Then he caught her up~ 
Sharps, gunbelt and all—and stepped carefully into the 
sheltering brush, His moccasins on the rocky, hard 
ground left no trail discernible to anyone but an ex- 
pert tracker, 

A few yards back in the thicket, Herb stopped and 
let the girl down. He crouched down then, and Ana 
did the same, Both of them watched the back-trail. 

Shortly, Georgia and his companion rustler pounded 
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round the arm of woods and came on foam-flecked 
horses toward where Ana and Herb were hidden, then 
past them, The rustlers had not not yet seen that the 
horses ahead of them were running free, carrying no 
riders. 

When the rustlers were out of sight, Ana sighed. 

‘ow we have to walk back to camp, I suppose?” 

Herb could not help smiling at her. “I’m afraid so. 
Dut anyway, you're alive, aren't you?” 

“Si,” Then, thinking: “My boots—want me to take 
them off?” 

“In rattlesnake country?” 

“PL look where [ step. I walked barefoot after I left 
the draye till I got to the corral thickets.” 

“Think you ean wear my moceasins?”” 

‘Ana looked at Herb’s not very small feet, “Your 
moceasins are so big I don’t even think I could tie them 
on.” Looking at Herbs flushed face, she laughed low. 
Sitting down, she pulled off her boots and socks. 

Herb took the boots from her and, tying them to- 
gether with a rawhide string, bung them over a shoul- 
dor, Then, looking along the trail the two rustlers had 
ridden, he touched her shoulder for silence. 

Georgia and his pal were returning, walking their 
‘own horses and leading the two Ana and Herb had rid- 
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den from the rustlers’ corral. Herb noticed cynically 
that the two did not stay close to the woods but rode 
out of gun range, The rustlers were not going to follow 
Herb into the thicket. They were learning, Neither of 
the two men had any desire to close with Ana and Herb, 
hidden as they weres they had no desire to fall before 
the doubleharreled shotgun. They did not even come 
close to the woods to see where Ana and Herb had dis- 
mounted. As the rustlers left, they rode dejectedly, 
tiredly, around the arm of woods and out of sight. 

“Think they'll wait for us?” Ana asked. 

“I doubt it,” Herb answered. “But ve'll not go back 
their way anyway.” He pointed. “Our camp is that 
way. We've been circling, remember? Eventually, 
I'm sure they'll find that out, too. But they've not no: 
ticed it yet,” 

Ana, who was still sitting, looked at her feet. “Not 
far to go then, You had even me fooled. Guess my feet 
will survive.” 

“You won't try my moccasins?” 

Ana laughed. “No, I’m going barefoot enough these 
days to toughen my fect,” 

Herb admitted, “T know my feet aren’t as pretty as 
yours, but I'd rather you used—” 

Ana jumped up and caught his arm, “Let’s go. I'm 
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getting hungry now. And by the time we get back, I'll 
ho starved.” 

“Well, come on then, buffalo gun girl” 

Walking, Herb carrying the heavy Sharps for her 
ius well as his shotgun, the two left the thicket and, with 
their backs on the wooded hills, cut across the prairie 
toward their camp, 

‘As they hiked along, Ana said, suddenly very seri- 
ous, “You thought this was your fight alone But I've 
been dragged into it. My brother Domingo should be 
in it, too.” 

“Why?” Herb asked, astonished. 

“Did you notice the brand on all of those other 
cattle, besides the ones you got from Seftor Avila?” 

“The thousand or so—yes, But it was one I didn't 
know.” 

Ana’s voice faltered. “I know it! It’s the Rojas 
brand; Those cattle area part of the herd rustled from 
our rancho—our home place down south! T only wish 

Domingo knew this. He’d be here with you and me if 
he knew!” 

Herb almost stopped in surprise. “You're sure?” 

‘Ana nodded. “After I recognized one brand, 1 
poked around in the thickets like you've been doing, 
and I know that thousand head of cattle is all Rojas 
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oof; it all carries our brand.” 

Quietly, Herb said, “Guess I'll have to liberate 
them, too, But why're they being held here? Are they 
being held waiting for more to make a trail drive, or 
what?” 

“T don't know. We had more cattle. But I'm won- 
dering, Herb, if Sefior Avila could have had something 
to do with this.” 

“How?” Herb asked, surprised. 

“He was in our hacienda as a guest before the rus: 
tling got serious He saw me then; wanted to court me, 
But I wouldn’t agree, Domingo would listen to me 
then; we were not yet bankrupt. Domingo never got 50 
stubborn about me marrying rich till we lost every- 
thing.” 

“You think Avila wanted you badly enough to force 
you into bankruptey?” 

‘Ana shivered, “He talked like he wanted me badly.” 

“Well,” Horb said, “he hasn't got you. Nor is he 
apt to.” Then he thought, snapped his fingers. “That 
rustler that Georgia sent back south, Ana—he could 
have been going to Avila if this is so. Avila headed 
the search for you just outside Grayton, as you know, 
although your brother was along.” 

“Avila has Domingo fooled,” Ana said sadly. “I 
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wondered that Avila avoided letting either of us on 
his rancho.” 

“He did have two brands,” admitted Herb. “Hle said 
it was purchased cattle not yet rebranded.” 

The two walked along, their thoughts serious. 

Back at their own camp in the hidden draw, their 
(wo horses grazed quietly, and there was no sign of the 
place having been found, Herb, on arriving, took some 
ointment from his saddlebags and rubbed it on the 
voratches and tender feet of the indomitable Ana, who 
insisted she was only slightly tired from the walk. 
Yut, Herb noted, she was again booted, Then the 
wo started a small fire and soon were drinking cof- 
foe, eating bacon, gravy, beans, and bisouits, 

[As the two lounged on the earth after eating, Herb 
said, “PI have to finish this matter quickly. If Avila 
comes up here in force, with @ good tracker, we'll be 
finished. Your eattle and mine—they'll be lost, despite 
what we've done already.” 

‘The afternoon sun sifted through the interlaced 

wves and branches softly. Somewhere close by a bird 
sung. ‘The air was sultry and fragrant, In the quietness, 
the water in the brook even seemed to murmur musi- 
cally. 

Ana, who lay resting on her blanket near Herb, 
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asked, “Even if we get all the cattlle, can the two of 
us drive them?” 

Herb rolled on his side and looked at her. “If we 
get them, and we'll try, we'll do the best we can, But 
T’ve not got a contract for any more than a hundred 
fifty at Pt, Sill, We might try to pick up help, or join 
a bigger drive, and trail-herd them to a railhead after 
leaving Sill, Maybe then your brother, Domingo, 
‘wouldn't be s0 set on marrying you off to somebody 
with money—maybe I'd even have a chance.” 

‘Ana, on her back, turned her head, looking at him 
with unreadable eyes. With her sombrero fallen off, 
her long black hair was a cloud resting about her head 
on the blanket. 

“You'd have a chanee anyway, poor or rich,” she 
told Herb seriously, “no matter what.” 


Herb went carefully toward the rustler pasture, and 
even as he went he knew about where he would strike 
this time, In the morning he had noticed the herd was 
feeding closer and closer to the only opening going in 
and out of the natural thicket corral, and he guessed 
the eattle would have to be herded away from that 
opening or some of them would, in due time, begin to 
stray. The rustlers would realize this, too. 
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Just as he guessed, when he arrived at the cortal, 
‘number of eattle were feeding near the funnel open: 
ing from which they had been kept earlier. There, they 
wore nearly two miles from the dugout, Herb guessed. 
lio had done away with so many of the rustlers that 
they could not herd their cattle or desired not to do 
so, excopt in a group. 

He moved into a thicket near the grazing van of 
cattle by the opening, sat down and waited, his shot- 
gun on his knees. It was inevitable that Georgia, the 
lone rustler who had ridden with him that morning, 
on someone else show up in due time, 

He sat and looked over at the point where he had 
hoon pinned down that moming. ‘The sun beat down 
hotly, and he wiped sweat away with his handkerchief, 
‘Viny gnats sought him out, but he fought them so as 
hot to move a bush, in case there were eyes watching, 

‘The sun eventually began to flare up xedly in the 
west, indicating sunset was near; and Herb began to 
think he bad figured wrong. ‘The rustlers were going 
lo let the herd drift, even out of the corral, rather 
thon risk themselves to the danger of his shotgun 
Jnishwhacking. 

He decided if no one appeared by dark he might as 
well go back to camp and sleep. 
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But just as the first shadows of dusk began to show, 
his hunch proved correct, A rustler came dashing down 
at full speed and began to drift cattle from the opene 
ing not over twenty feet from where Herb was hidden, 
The rustler was swinging the end of his lariat, driving 
a raunchy steer, when Herb saw the face under the 
broad hat. 

This was the lone rustler who had ridden ith 
Georgia, the leader, that morning, He was a red-faced, 
tall fellow, with a mean quirk to his mouth. But he 
swung his rope very skillfully. In short order, the ruse 
ler would have the herd driven away from the thicket 
where Herb sat hidden, The rustler wheeled his horse 
to prod a last time. 

Cutting his horse after a tuming steer, the rider 
faced almost toward Herb, 

The hidden Herb raised the double-barreled shot. 
gun, aimed the near barrel, thumbed back the hame 
mor and immediately tightened his finger on the 
trigger. 


When the rustler fell, he was so tied up in his lariat 
that he stopped his horse. Herb rose from the thicket 
‘und went toward the dead man, With his knife, Herb 
‘out the horse loose from the body, but decided it might 
bo just as well not to tum the animal loose, He led 
the nervous beast into the thicket and picketed him 
there out of sight, Herb guessed if the horse stayed 
oose he would amble back to the dugout, and the 
‘empty saddle would tell its story only too plainly. 

Herb began to unwrap the tangled rope from the 
doad outlaw. It-was then he saw that the rustler’s gun- 
Holt sheathed two new Colts. Maybe the rustler had 
ought them, but Herb had a feeling that they had 
hoon acquired in an easier way. He unbuckled the 
junbelt, wiped it clean of blood, took one gun out 
‘und stuck it in his belt at the waist. After deliberation, 
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he removed some shells and put them in his shint 
pocket, The gunbelt with the remaining gun and car 
tridges Herb hooked over the fork of a broken sapling, 
out of easy sight. 

He finally pulled back the body of the dead rustler 
undemeath @ bush at the edge of the thicket corral, 
whero it would not be seen till next day. Then, sighe 
ing, Herb started back toward his and Ana’s camp, 

Tt was after dark when Herb came near the draw, 
and before he could say anything, Ana spoke from the 
thicket, “It’s mes you all right, Herb?” 

“Pm all sight.” 

“T heard a shot; you killed another?” 

Ye? 

“When will it end?” Her unhappiness, her worry 
were betrayed in her voice, 

“Tomorrow, Ana. And ['m glad.” 

“You mean you'll face this Georgia?” 

“Quién sabe?” The two of them were threading 
through blackjack, serub oak and brush to the camp 
in the draw. 

“Yes, Ana, I'm calling on him in the morning, But 
i's not going to be a nice duel like he'd like. Ill be 

bushwhacker style.” 

“You won't let me come?” 
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“No. Definitely not tomorrow. I don't know how 
many are left at the dugout, But I’m sure there're not 
many. ve picked up an extra six-gun. It and this 
shotgun are all I need.” 

Ana asked as she cooked a belated meal over the 
cumpfire, her back to him: “What if you don’t come 
back?” 

“Why, you take these two horses and go to your 
Jnother, Domingo, at Grayton, ‘Tell him about your 
uttle here~mine will be yours, too—and surely he'll 
come to his senses. Only be sure you don’t meet Avila, 
if he is truly the one to whom Georgia sent that rider.” 

Herb sat in the light of the campfire and ate with 
hor. “You're looking at the black side, Ana,” he told 
hier. “Look at the other. If I can come out ahead, which 
[ plan to do, welll start trail-driving tomorrow. Only 
instead of a hundred fifty Jonghorns (mine), we'll 
drive that thousand er so of yours, also. We'll have 
4 real job. But the railheads are buying at a good 

We could take yours up the Dodge Trail after 

¢ my beef at Ft, Sill; sell your stock at a good 

remove the financial worry from Domingo’s 
mind—and yours.” 

“What about Indians?” 

“Sometimes,” Herb admitted, “they do want a 
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dollar a head to cross their land. Sometimes they're 
hard to pacify, But I'll see to that when the time 
comes. We may be able to join another herd or pick 
up help. Don’t worry.” 

Ang raised her head, and Herb saw she was ory- 
ing. “I’m not afraid for me; I'm afraid for you.” 

“That’s woman talk,” Herb admonished. “Don't 
go soft now.” He put down his empty plate and tin 
coflee cup, moved, sat beside her and put an arm 
about her, “There, there.” He patted her shoulder, “If 
you must ery, get it over with.” He gave her his hand- 
kerchief. 

Ana wiped her eyes, “There, D've cried my last. 
T'll try to be more like you. 

“Don’t be like me. I like you as you are.” 

He tightened his arm about her; and when he bent 
to kiss her, her lips parted warmly under his. 


Some time before daylight, Ana, touching Herb's 
shoulder, roused him, “Breakfast is ready, mi novio.”” 
Herb sat up and stretched. “Didn't even hear you 
getting the food ready.” 
“You said you wanted to be there before sunrise.” 
“I do.” Herb took a plate and began to eat. 
This was the day he was to tackle Georgia. The 
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gontleman leader would be in the dugout, trying to 
run no risk that was not forced on him. Herb thought 
if he could get the rustler chief he would be all right. 

As Herb stood up, his coffee cup emptied, he picked 
up the shotgun, putting the dead rustler's .45 in his 
waisthand, Ana eame to him, saying, “Don't forget— 
kiss me goodbye.” 

He did, and her mouth felt sweet. 

Shortly, loosening her hands, he took off through 
the late darkness for the rustlers’ dugout, At firet he 
moved slowly through the thickets, across the prairie; 
after a while he could see a little etter, and he neared 
the dugout with plenty of time to spare before day- 
light, 

Before, when he had been there originally, scouting, 
the place, he had noticed a break in the prairie about 
twenty yards from the dugout door. This was the place 
he picked to hide now. He stole into it just before 
daylight, both barrels of his shotgun loaded, as well 
as the Colt in his waistband. Once ensconced there in 
the break, he remained hidden, waiting the short time 
till daylight. 

The dugout was quiet. No light showed. No smoke 
seemed to come from the chimney, though Herb was 
sure a fire was kept there all the time. Perhaps it was 


— 


98 RED RIVER MAVERICK 
banked for the night, 

Several horses of the rustlers, always kept near, 
evidently for emergencies, stamped restlessly. Far 
away toward the Wichita Mountains a lobo wolf 
howled. On the heels of this the coyotes started a chorus 
as if telling each other something. 

The cattle herd still grazed in scattered bands 
throughout the natural corral, but the grass was get- 
ting low. Herb knew that the cattle could not be held 
hve much longer, or they would be completely out of 
grass, 

Overhead, the stars twinkled in the pre-dawn nights 
the air was dry and crisp. It would be a perfect day 
for a showdown. If Herb was to die, he could not pick 
a better day. 

Herb wondered again at the rustler leader's habit 
of wearing a boiled whito shirt under his hunting 
shirt out here in Indian ‘Territory. Perhaps the rustler 
was actually a dispossessed Georgia planter or the 
son of one burned out of a plantation home by Sher- 
man’s March to the Sea, or cheated of his land by 
corrupt eaxpethaggers who had swarmed over the 
South after the close of the Civil War. 

No matter what his troubles, however, Herb rea- 
soned, the fancy gentleman had no right to steal Hexb’s 
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few cattle and place him in jeopardy of bankruptey. 

"Phe light was diffusing over all the prairie now. 
Herb looked about him, and he could see clearly, The 
nin was @ white, glowing ball in the east, He had to 
uot. Tt-was daylight, 

With his shotgun he covered the door of the dugout, 
He pulled the slain rustler’s Colt from his waistband 
with his left hand. He had checked it carefully, and 
it had been unharmed; it was in top shape, like the 
shotgun, He extended the Colt over the top of the 
Iveak, hidden by the low grass, but did not aim at the 
dugout, He did not aim at anything in particular with 
the handgun, except the sky. 

He pulled the trigger on the forty-five once, Imme- 
diately, he dropped the bolt onto the prairie earth at 
the edge of the break and put both hands on the 
double-barreled shotgun. The .12 gauge shotgun was 
hearthigh on the dugout door as he thumbed back the 
right hammer. 

For an instant the shock of the Colt’s roar in the 
still moming air seemed to paralyze alll movement. 

‘Then the dugout door was flung open, Herb saw a 
nan jump out of the doorway, the upper half of his 
body outlined by the dark interiors the man landed 
spraddle-legged at the foot of the steps, ready to start 
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up the steps to the prairie. ‘The man wore his boiled 
yhito shirt without the hunting shirt over it, which 
‘made him look bigger than he was. He had jerked the 
door open with his left hand. In his right hand he held 
his pistol. 

Georgia did not have a chance, He had given Het 
himself the same kind of chance when he had stolen 
his herd. 

Almost as the shotgun roaxed, the handsome, boiled 
white shint was splattered as with mud, Georgia dou. 
bled up right in the doorway, His gun dropped from 
extended, stiff fingers. He seemed to rake the door 
jamb with his left hand as he sank down, perhaps in an 
involuntary effort to remain erect, He disappeared out 
of sight. 

Herb did not need the second barrel for the moment, 
He figured he had time to break the right barrel, ex- 
tract the fired shell, put in # new ones and he did, 

Herb cocked both hammers back on the shotgun 
and waited. Under his right hand was the Colt, still 
holding five shots. 

Seconds went hy like weeks, and not a person 
showed, not a sound came that Herb could identify as 
human. One minnte, two, three, four, five—he began 
to think there was no one left inside the dugout; then 
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hie saw something he could not figure out instantly. 

One inch, to inches~a black stick began to show 
in the upper part of the open doorway, Three inches, 
four. Not being able to understand the deal but know- 
ing the stick was man-wiolded, Herb decided to shat- 
lor the end of the black thing. His finger started to 
lighten on a trigger, But some subconscious mechan- 
ium in his brain told him to wait. His finger eased on 
the trigger. 

White cloth was hanging on the black stick. The 
stick stretched nearly across the doorway now. The big 
white cloth hung limply as if damp on the black staff 
of stick. 

Someone was inside, Someone wanted to parley. 

“Put up your hands!” Herb ordered harshly. 
“Come out clean, no guns, or I'll shoot!” 

‘Then he waited tensely. 


“I’m coming,” called a somewhat quavering voice, 
‘The white flag disappeared from the doorway. 

Herb started to ask, “What? Just one?” But he 
remained still, 

From the doorway, stepping high to got over the 
form of the dead Georgia, came a bent oldster, with a 
yellowish-white dishrag tied around his waist. He had 
a leathery, wrinkled face with a heavy handlebar mus- 
tache under a graying bared head, As the old-timer 
came up the steps from the dugout onto the level of 
the prairie, one leg dragged, He was an old punchor, 
probably thrown sometime by some bucking horse. 
After reaching the top of the steps, the crippled cook 
came across the prairie toward Herb, his ape-like old 
arms over his head in surrender. 

“Well, belly robber,” Herb growled, “where are 
the rest?” 
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“The rest?” croaked the old-timer, surprised. 

“Sure. Did this band of rustlers take off, leaving 
you alone to hold the fort?” 

“OF those here, the last was Georgia. You just 
junned him down. I stepped over him, If he were 
‘live, he'd never have stood for that.” 

“] warrant that.” Thrusting the Colt in his belly- 
hand, carrying the shotgun right-handed, Herb rose 
from the break, being careful to keep the old+imer 
uinder his gun muzzle. 

“You're coming down to the dugout with me,” 
Herb said; “you'll go ahead.” As the old-timer turned, 
Herb stuck the shotgun close to the other's hack. “If 
you've lied to me, I'll send sixteen buckshot through 
your backbone right quick.” 

‘The old cook turned a pale face. “That's fair 
enough, Only don't stay too close. I limps I might 
stumble, I'm in no hurry to get killed. I've done some 
sinning, and 've no hurry to go where I'l be going, 
‘once Pm dead.” 

“That's fine. Let’s go down. Pronto.” 

He kept the shotgun on the old cook crossing the 
praitie back to the dugout; was at his heels as he 
started down the steps, over the body of Georgia, As 
Herb passed the body he saw Georgia would not need 
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any more boiled white shirts. But Herb wasted only 
glance on him, He jumped quickly into the dugout 
after the cook, darting looks everywhere in the dark 
interior. 

The dugout was @ one-room affair, with bunks on 
two walls and a cookfire on the third, The fourth had 
racks holding clothes, ropes, spare guns, even brand- 
ing irons, In the middle of the direfloored, dampish 
room was a homemade table and benches. 

The old cook was in the room; Herb was there; 
there was not another living person in the place, There 
were no rustlers left—only the cook. 

‘The old man looked at Herb curiously, “You got 
one of the boys late yesterday, I guess. Only his horse 
hhas never come back.” 

Herb nodded, “That's 30.” 

“That left just Georgia and me." 

“Where'd the rider go? The one who left the after- 
noon of the first day I was here?” 

‘The old-timer hesitated, 

Herb raised the shotgun. “I ought to kill you, too, 
but I won't, considering you personally never both- 
ered me, But I intend to know why the rider went south 
toward the Red.” 

“If it ever comes up, you'll say you forced it out of 
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me?” 

“1 will.” 

“Seftor Avila.” 

Herb expelled his breath, 

“Sefior Bull Avila down toward the Brazos?” 

“That's him,” The oldimer twisted his long han- 
dicbar mustache with @ shaking hand. 

“Think he'll come up?” 

“He'll come. And he won't come alone, He'll not 
tuke this war very gently. He'll look you up, stranger.” 

Herb laughed. “Save me looking him up.” 

‘The old man eyed Herb with watery blue orbs, 

“Who you think he'll bring, old-timer?” 

‘Phe cook hesitated only momentarily. “The breed, 
Jorge Cloud, who’s a good tracker, Who else T don’t 
don’t know. Some of his vaqueros.” 

“You think he'll follow me?” 

“You're the Ft. Sill beef contractor Georgia had 
word to relieve his cattle?” 

“That's me, Cookie.” 

“He'll follow you to Ft, Sill, leastways.” 

Herb nodded. “That’s fair, old-timer. That means 1 
ot to take you along, Can you ride?” 

“Can T? Sure; but nobody will hire me as a puncher, 
hunged up like this. I’m a pretty good cook. So I cook.” 
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“Wal, I'll pay you as a cowboy. Think you can 
last in the saddle on a drive?” 

The old-timer looked fierce, “Try mel” 

“T will. Your first job is to round up all: the eattle 
here, mine and the Rojas’—all—so we can start driving 
toward Ft, Sill soon as I return. Bring your gear, 
Georgia has two of my remuda, P'l pick them out 
when I get back—before we drive out. Pick yourself 
mounts.” 

The old man looked at Herb unhappily. “You know 
the Rojas brand is rustled?” 

“T got rights from a Rojas to drive them.” 

The cook sucked in his lips. 


Herb tumed to leaye the dugout, “One warning, You 
play fair with me, try nothing, and we'll get along, 
Try to bushwhack me, and Tl bury you.” 

“You got my word,” the old-timer said. “Pd like 
to go square. I had to take this job cooking, stranger, 
or starve.” 


Herb looked at the cook a bit more gently, “When we 
get to my little spread, after everything, Pll try to 
eop you on if you're useful.” 

Herb looked at Georgia’s hody. “I'll help you pull 
‘him up on the prairie. You may want to bury him. The 
one last night—he’s down by the pasture mouth, the 


RED RIVER MAVERICK 107 
funnel.” 

“J'm good with a shovel. Pl bury both; I’ve helped 
Iuury the others.” 

After the two had gotten Georgia’s body onto the 
lovel prairie, Herb said, “Two-three hours, I'll be 
buck.” 

‘Vhe old-timer said quickly, “PIL show you 1 can 
work.” 

Unsmilingly, Herb started walking across the prairie 
pueture, then through the thicket wall, going back to 
whove Ana was in the hidden draw. 

Hlefore he reached the area outside of the draw, Herb 
say tle fresh tracks of shod horses. He bent and ex- 
amined them carefully, There were four horses, each 
fidden, And while originally they bad come up the 
(nil from the south, they had milled around a bit as 
if the riders were talking; then the tracks of the horses 
went toward the draw where Ana and he had been 
hiding out! 

Horh melted into the thickets again. He was sure that 
the tracker (Jorge Cloud, the old-timer had called him) 
Jud seen the girl’s boot heel marks, or smoke, or 
sinelled the fire, Ana and he must have grown care- 
loss, Herb guesseds too careless for a skilled tracker 
like Jorge Cloud, 
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Herb scouted along the thickets toward the draw. 
Suddenly he stopped. He saw the four horses tethered 
ahead and faded back deeper into the bush. He did 
not doubt that one rider was hidden near those horses, 
He must have gotten there just after the riders. How 
could he help Ana? To go against the group in daylight 
would be a foolish enterprise. He could only stay out 
of sight and remain hidden till night. 

Morosely, he set off back toward the dugout. 

‘As he came toward the man back of the dugout 
shoveling earth into a grave, the old cook looked up 
at him, The oldstimer’s face immediately showed 
worry. 

“L have just got these two buried,” the old cook 
said apologetically, “I never thought you'd be back so 
soon. I’ve not started to round up the herd yet.” 

“Forget it. Don’t yet.” Briefly, Herb explained see- 
ing the riders. ““They'ye found my camp. Got my part- 
ner, I’m sure, I can’t move till night.” 

‘The old fellow nodded soberly. He had a high re- 
spect for the way Herb operated; he told him: “I'm 
still with you, but I'd like to keep on living.” 

“Well, so would I. Why not stay here, Cookie? Tell 
them, when they come, that everyone is dead here, 
except, of course, the rustler who rode for help and 
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yourself, There's only four of them. Mostly, I guess 
thoy wanted that tracker here, I’m sure only this breed 
you mention could haye led them to my camp. Who's 
slong, with him T don’t know. But IIL find out tonight.” 

‘The old-timer nodded, “Will do.” 

“You won't have to lie, except maybe you'd better 
ot say you've talked to me. Maybe they'll think one 
of their—that, your—boys got me. Does that sound 
ood?” 

“Will do. It sounds fair.” 

“Soon as this is cleared up, we'll drive the herd 
out.” 

“| believe you, But if Sefor Avila is along, and 
You say you're not sure—don't underestimate him." 

“T understand.” 

Herb left the old-timer leaning on his shovel and 
wont back toward the thickets. ‘There he stayed awhile, 
watching, sure the new arrivals would attempt to 
communicate with the dugout occupants, He was not 
Wrong, Shortly after noon, a lean vaquero rode eau- 
tiowsly from the funnel across the pasture, past the 
raving eattle, toward the dugout. Herb saw the old 
cook, who must have been watching, too, come up the 
dugout steps and stand waiting for the vaquero, whose 
Horse kept cavorting around almost as if his rider 
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wished it. Maybe he expected a shot. 

The old cook continued waiting, quite in the open, 
as the vaquero edged toward him. 

The vaquero finally stopped by the cook, dis 
mounted and began to talk, Herb sav. He seemed to 
show disbelief at what he heard. Probably he did not 
believe all the rustlers were dead. The old cook shoole 
his head stubbornly and went limping along, bobbing 
like a cork in rough water, back of the dugout where 
the graves wore, The vaquero followed him to the 
fresh graves, and seemed to quiet a bit after that. 

Smoke was coming from the dugout chimney, and 
finally the yaquero apparently was invited to try the 
contents of the coffeepot on the fire. The two went 
below, leaving only the vaquero’s horse above ground, 
trying to crop grass, 

Herb guessed that the old-timer was going to play 
things his way. Yet he could not be sure. Nevertheless, 
Heth left the rustlers’ corral and went away through 
the thickets toward Ana’s and his camp. He guessed 
the new arrivals had been waiting for him to return 
ever since moving into the draw. He doubled if they 
would expect him to come in after dark, 

He vas surprised to find no horses near the mouth 
of the draw. Had the riders gone, taken Ana? He had 
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soon horses there earlier. Had they given him up? Or 
had they hidden the horses elsewhere and ensconced 
themselves, waiting for him to return? He fretted about 
this. ‘The easy course would be to go directly to the 
campsite. But that could be the stupidest procedare— 
if they were waiting for him. 

Of course there would he only three of them now. 
‘The one rider, the vaquero, had never rettmed, Herb 
saw from the dugout, 

Herh was beginning to get hungry. Ana had fed 
him well before he had started out in the darkness 
hofore daybreak, He had not eaten at noon; and now 
he began to wish he had carried a bit of jerky in his 
pookets. He did not even dare go to the dugout, The 
vaquero who had gone there had not returned, Evi- 
dently, the reinforcements, whoever they were, were 
hot a3 interested in the occupants, or late occupants, 
of the dugout as in the camp of Ana and himself, 

‘As darkness closed in completely, Herb began to 
poke through the woods, brush and tall grass of the 
prairie overlooking the draw. He hoped to be able to 
come down a different way from the draw floor Ana 
‘nd he had used up to present. If he could see down 
into the dra, or steal close to the open spot where 
Ana and he had camped with the two horses, he could 
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better tell what to do. 

Herb still carried the shotgun, both barrels loaded; 
in his waistband was stuck the new Colt of the rustler 
killed by the pasture opening, Restlessly, he moved 
above the draw as cautiously as he could. He remem- 
bered the ease with which the breed tracker, Jorge 
Cloud, had found the camp, and realized the trailer 
was an adversary to beware. 

As he stole above the draw, Herb looked for a place 
to descend. He could see no fire in the natural clearing, 
but he felt that there must be one if the riders were 
still there, 

Finally he found a place near the mouth of the draw 
where he could descend to the draw floor; he cautiously 
went down. Once there, he got down on his hands and 
knees and began to snake forward through the choked 
growth, stopping often, looking, listening, advaneing 
steadily toward the camp, But he heard nothing; nor 
did he see anything, It was slow, dull, tiring, and frus- 
trating to proceed forward so, 

Eventually he came to the last thicket separating him. 
from the camp. Here he stretched prone, still watch- 
ing, still listening, not daring, almost afraid to. part 
that last brush, to look beyond, He heard no sounds 
about the natural clearing. No one seemed to be there, 
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He guessed that the riders had gone, His heart fell. 
undoubtedly they had taken Ana with them, He parted 
the last thicket with a nervous hand, 

‘An astonishing sight met his eyes. There, back from 
the fire, against a tree bole, Ana sat on the ground, 
hor head drooping as if she were asleep or very tired. 
To one side both of their horses grazed on picket 
normally. 

‘The campfire lighted the scene only dimly; the girl 
and the horses seemed alone. Nowhere was there an 
other horse, another person, at least not in sight. Herb’s 
heart leaped up. Perhaps the camp had not been found. 
Perhaps the riders’ horses at the draw mouth were coin- 
cidental, Perhaps now the riders were gone, not having 
found Ana or the camp. 

Either they were gone, or they remained hidden in 
the thickets cixcling the clearing. If that was so, Ana 
and the horses were bait, Even the fire was bait. Every- 
thing had been made to look very normal, so that if he 
returned, he would walk right into camp. 

How could he find out? He dared not talk. If this 
was a baited trap, that was what would be expected. 
He decided to wait, 

‘Ana’s head came up finally; in the flickering fire- 
light, Herb saw what he had not seon in the darkness. 
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She was gagged! 

Then he knew for sure it was a trap. All of this was 
an elaborate plan to catch him, Ana herself was the 
chotee bait. 

As she tried to stir, Herb sensed something else 
he had not suspected before, A rope seemed to fasten 
her to the bottom of the tree. Her feet were not tied, 
it was true, But she was trussed there to pull Herb into 
tho trap. 

Herb was so angry he almost rose and went into 
the trap anyway. But he did not. He twisted in the 
thicket, and dropped again to hands and knees to snake 
away. 


Then it was that a weight dropped on him from 
above, Only a moecasined man could have moved so 
quietly, Herb knew the worst immediately! The breed! 
Jorge Cloud. He rolled over, attempting to upset the 
wrestler fighting to throttle bim with an arm about his 
throat. 


‘The noise of the two of them thrashing in the brush 
was loud in Herb's ears, He fought at first to avoid a 
death hold or a knife thrust; but as the breed and he 
whirled, twisted and turned, he realized he could al- 
ready have been killed. He was wanted alive, Whether 
that was good or bad was yet to be seen, 
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Finally he rose, dislodging his assailant onto the 
arth, hoping to flee into the concealing thickets; but 
the breed, though still prone, caught his ankles and 
aygain pulled him down. 

‘Then he heard other sounds, Some person, perhaps 
two persons in boots, were crashing through the under- 
yrowth, probably to help the breed capture him, He 
had to get away quickly if he were to get away. 

He struggled to his fect again. Then someone com- 
ing through the saplings and brush plunged at him; 
‘and while he tried to extricate his legs from the bull- 
log hold of the breed by kicking and twisting, this 
person struck his upper body and clapped great arms 
about him. Not able to balance himself, he was pulled 
to earth by the breed. The new assailant helped by 
throwing his weight down on Herb and keeping him 
locked in a bear clasp. 

With two of them sitting on him, third attacker 
ruwhided his ankles; then, some of the fight gone out 
of him, tied his wrists and the arms behind him, Herb 
Jad lost his shotguns the Colt had fallen on the dark 
anh, 

‘Thon the three captors, the big man chuckling glee- 
fully, the breed silent, caught Herb up like a trussed 
calf and half carried and half dragged him toward the 
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campfire, where they released their captive. Despite 
his bonds, Herb tumed over on his back in a fury. 
The firelight was bright on the big man’s face. Herb 
looked up into it; and although he had expected it 
from the smell, the weight, and the strong grip, he still 
felt suxprise at seeing Sefior Avila smirking down at 
him, 


“Look what we've got,” chuckled Sefior Avila, “A 
cattle contractor running around like an Indian.” 

“Not an Indian,” spoke the breed, Jorge Cloud, 
standing with his stinking moccasins by Herb’s check. 
“{ heard him long back.” 

“Remind me to buy you a jug for this, Jorge.” Sefior 
Avila smiled affably at the tracker. 

From out of Herb's line of vision, he heard, 
“Seftores, T have not approved a Rojas lady being 
hound and gagged. I am cutting Ana Maria free 
pronto!” 

“Of course,” spoke Sefior Avila consoling. “I will 
help.” 

Herb sat up, despite his bonds, and saw the Mexican 
Domingo Rojas. Domingo and Avila both moved to 
free Ana immediately. 

Haying removed her gag, the two next removed the 
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rope that held Ana sitting against the tree bole; and 
Domingo and Avila each held one of her arms, 

“See, Domingo,” Serior Avila purred, “we needed 
cheese to bait this rat.” Seftor Avila looked at Herb 
evilly as the two men, the one slender, the other gross, 
brought Ana to a seat by the fire, “Mr, Cattle Cone 
tractor, why did you lie to Domingo and me?” 

Ana answered furiously, “Because he thought I was 
a muchacho, a boy. See, 1 am still wearing vaqueto 
clothes. [had my hair under a sombrero. He dida’t find 
out I was a girl till he saw my hair later, and got to 
thinking about what you two told him.” 

Seftor Avila spoke unhappily, “Sefiorita Ana Maria 
is defending this murderer?” 

“He didn’t kill anyone till rustlers stole the cattle 
he bought from you. He was only trying to regain his 
herd.” 

Herb remained quiet. Ana obviously did not yet 
know that Sefior Avila was the real employer of the 
late Georgia and his rustler. 

“Someone rustled this man’s herd?" asked Domingo 
interestedly. 

Seftor Avila shook his head angrily. “So he starts to 
kill my men. He is an ingrate, No one else would have 
sold him cattle as cheaply as I.” 
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Ana tumed sharply to Sefior Avila. “These men 
killed were yours?” There was surprise in her voice. 
“Si.” Sefior Avila smiled at her. “Away up here by 
themselves, if they swung a long rope occasionally, 
how would J know? I thought them honest men.” He 
spread out his hands. 

For an instant, Herb thought Ana was going to men- 
on the thousand head of Rojas cattles but if she 
thought of it, and Herb was sure she did, she wisely 
refrained, clamping her mouth in a hard, straight line. 

Hex said, “If this is a misunderstanding, then 
untie me.” 

“Si,” put in Ana. “Loosen Herb.” 

Serior Avila tuned to Domingo, giving « hardly 
perceptible shrug. “Sho is your sister. She is only 
engaged to me, Is it up to me to defend her honor, 
or is it your task, as her brother?” 

Domingo, who still seemed in awe of Sefor Avila, 
said, “I am the head of the Rojas family. This Yankee 
answers to me.” 

Ana asked, coldly and distinctly: “What are you 
lking about, Domingo?” 

“Honor,” her brother answered brutally. 

“You are talking like a fool. As a boy, a vaquero, 
I was employed by Seior Horb here. That's what I've 
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done: herd cattle; nothing else.” 

“But you are camped here with him,” pointed out 
Seftor Avila smoothly. 

“Why not? His cattle were stolen. He is getting 
them back, I told him I would wait; then we would 
drive the cattle on to Ft. Sill. He is a government beef 
contractor. He feeds soldiers of the U.S.” 

Sefior Avila admitted, “That is so, But you two 
were alone, You had no chaperone.” 

Ana laughed. “You had better not insult me, my 
cabelleros. Senor Herb is thirty, and a Yankee! I 
am only a chica, but from the best blood of Castile. I 
know if I have been insulted—and I have not.” 


Sefior Avila looked down at his boot toes like a 
schoolboy. 

Domingo answered, “But you ran from your aunt 
and me.” 


“That poor inn in Grayton? My family hacienda 
went bankrupt because you did not fight rustling, 'This 
Yankee truly is a killer—more reason T could not see 
him as a husband—but bushwhacking rustlers is like 
hanging horse thieves. Someone must do it. Not so? 
Who better than the wronged person like him?” 
Domingo squirmed. “But Sefior Avila’s honor is 
at stake as the bridegroom, as is the Rojas name. We 
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ounnot have Rojas women going about the country 
with nameless Yankees.” 

“| haye a name,” Herb said from the earth where 
hw sat. “As the sefiorita says, she was only a-vaquero to 
ino, I myself asked Sefior Avila to help me find one. 
‘There was no one I could find in Graytons then this 
An, passing as a boy, Domingo, showed up. I hired, 
I thought, « boy—then I had to have someone—” 

“Faugh!” Ana snapped her fingers. “I must admit 
I was a fool to flee, but I've had enough of this hard 
oon life, I would never lose my honor, even un- 
chaperoned like this, I'm sure, Domingo, you know 
Wht; and you, Seior Avila, too. If the sefior thinks 
otherwise, the marriage must be off anyway.” 

Seior Avila moved uncomfortably. “I realize a 
Rojas is proud of honor, The marriage I desire, I only 
want to punish this Yankee—” 

“Punish?” asked Ana, 

“Si,” said Domingo. “We decided to kill this 
ringo; whip him like a dog.” 

“Por Dios!” exied Ana, springing up and facing 
hwr two countrymen, “Then my honor would be felt in 
doubt, If that is so, 1 will immediately take the veil. 
\ nunnery will be my bridegroom.” 

Sefior Avila touched Domingo’s arm nervously. 
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“Neither of us will do this punishment. We will have 
Jorge Cloud do it. He can swing the bullewhip.” 

Jorge Cloud, from the background, assented, “T'll 
not just talk.” He glided near, bent and caught Herb 
by his shirt before anyone could act, ‘Then he began 
to drag the bound Yankee toward the tree where Ana 
had been tied, 

Domingo, relieved, said, “Si.” 

‘Ana whirled toward the breed manhandling Herb. 
“If Thad a gun—” she began, She evidently remems 
ered the knife still in Herb's belt which she was wear= 
ing. Herb could not see her grab it out, for he was 
fighting, although tied at wrists and ankles, while Jorge 
Cloud, taking a rope, began to lash him, standing, 
facing the tree, In his quiet moccasins Jorge began 
stepping back, 

‘Next Herb heard Ana’s voice, cold, ominous. Sefior 
Avila, have Jorge drop that whip!” 

Ignoring the protest, the breed snapped the whip, 
and the lash snaked like fire on Herb’s back. 

“I can't kill Jorge,” Ana spoke low, “but I ean kill 
myself. I will if this whipping continues!” 

Domingo must have started for her; Herb could not 
see. But he heard her say: “Another step nearer, 
brother, and I'll use this knife on myself to defend my 
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honor.” 

Even the breed stopped the whip and listened. 

“Not suicide!” Domingo cried. “Stop Jorge, Sefior 
Avila, She will kill herself!” 

“Stop, Jorge!” Seior Avila moaned. “I don’t know 
what else to do! Should a bride act so, Seforita Ana?” 

“PLL be Sefiora Avila only if there is no whippings 
and if this poor mistreated man gets his hundred fifty 
tustled cattle and gets started along on his way to Ft. 
Sill before he is bankrupted, which he will be, he says, 
if these cattle aren’t there soon to fill his contract.” 

Domingo said, “I don’t like to see anyone bank- 
rupted either, Seftor Avila, [the Rojas have been 
stolen blind by rustlers. Thatés a bad thing.” 

“You are right, Domingo. There will be no more 
whipping, Sefiorita Ana. ‘Then you will continue as 
ny brideto-be?” 

Ana’s words came low, “ will.” 

Domingo spoke happily. “Things are all right 
then?” 

Ana persisted, “I want Sefior Herb untied.” 

Sefior Avila said practically, “We ean not untie him 
till we leave here, Sefforita Ana. He may try to take 
vengeance on us.” 

“That is true, Ana,” agreed Domingo. 


_ 
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“We will leave here immediately then,” said Ana. 
“But he does not have to be left roped to that tree.” 
It was then that she came to slash the rope holding 
Herb to the tree bole. 

But like a true buck, Jorge Cloud leaped over to 
her and caught her knife, “It’s my best rope; don’t 
cut it.” 

“Loosen—” Ana began. 

As Jorge sulkily obeyed, Sefior Avila continued: 
“J personally will go to the dugout where Tomas went 
and Pil have Tomas free the tied Yankee sefior here 
as soon as the rest of us have gone.” 

Listening, Herb smiled, even roped to the tree as 
he was. Sefior Avila did not realize that only the old 
cook was left in the dugout to greet the rider, Tomas, 
he had already sent there. 

“T would like to see this place of yours,” began 
Domingo. 

Ana was very quiet now. Herb knew she was think 
ing of the Rojas-branded cattle running there. 

But Sefior Avila had been prepared for this. “It is 
a ernde place, this dugout. The riders are men P've 
boon gathering to take a trail herd north. They are a 
ad lot, They could have taken Sefior Sweeney's cattles 
however, they do abey me, as well as any drive hands. 
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I suggest, Seiorita Ana, and Domingo, that you start 
riding south—the moon is brightening—if you want this 
nan freed soon.” 

Ana hesitated. “Sefior, you will have to bring me a 
horse, These two horses are Sefior Herb's. When he 
gots his cattle, he also has two horses those men of 
yours took from us! He must get those back, too.” 

Sefior Avila grunted, “Si, V'll tell the men.” And: 
“TL bring a horse.” 

Ordering Jorge Cloud along, the fat Sefior Avila 
Jeft, beaten temporarily, savagely pushing through the 
thickets of the draw. 

Herb hung from the ropes binding him against the 
tree, tiredly thinking, About the campfire Domingo 
and Ana waited till Sefior Avila and the breed were 
ut of hearing. Then Domingo broke into angry words. 

“Why did you do this, Ana? Why run off, travel 
like a boy in my clothes, herd cattle?” 

“{ hate Avila,” she answered. 

“Yet now you said you would marry him, sister!” 
Domingo spoke triumphantly. 

“What else could I say? Sevior Herb, a good man, 
would have been killed otherwise.” 

Domingo was quiet. 
“May I tell you a seoret,” Ana persisted, “some- 
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thing I found out here? Can you be quiet about t= 
if I tell you?” 

“OF course.” 

Herb was about to break in, say to Ana, “Don’t tell 
him!” But he held his tongue. 

“The reason,” Ana said coldly, “that Sefior Avila 
doesn’t want you to see that dugout and the pasture 
near it-there are rustled cattle there!” 

“Si? Didn't Sefor Avila himself admit these trail 
drivers were scum, just hired trail drive hands?” 

“Besides Sefior Herb's hundred fifty, there are 
rustled cattle carrying our Rojas brand! Over a thous 
sand head!” 

“Our brand—a thousand of our cattle!” 

“Ours—from the hacienda. ‘The only cattle there, 
except Herh’s!” 

em 

“You'll keep still. Sefior Avila knows those cattle 
are ours.” 

“Ah!” cried Domingo wisely. “I see your idea. 
Once you marry Sefior Avila, the cattle will be yours 
anyway.” 

‘Ana hesitated. “Sf, perhaps. If you mention these 
rustled cattle of ours, though, I'll flee again, Domingo! 
Understand? Pll run away again! Once Sefior Avila 
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knows we realize he himself rustled—or had our caitle 
rustled—he would have to kill us.” 

“Perhaps, But P’il keep quiet!” 

“This Sefior Avila meant to bankrupt us, so he eould 
the more easily marry me. He wants me very much. 

“That he does!” agreed Domingo. 

“Don't leave me alone with him—” 

“T won't, Ana, But you agreed—” 

“That's maftana.” 

‘Ana stood up, and Herb heard her rummaging in 
the saddiebags. ‘Then she came to him and began to 
work at the knots of the rope holding him tied against 
the tree, Soon the rope loosened, and Herb fell, sprawl- 
ing weakly, on the earth. 

Domingo sprang up. “What are you doing, Ama?” 

“J’m going to feed Seftor Herb.” 

“Sure,” Herb said, managing to sit up and smile, 
“['m starving.” 

Domingo came over hurriedly, pulling a knife to 
tase on the freed man. 

“Put up that knife, Domingo. I know what I’m 
doing.” 

“Do you? If Seffor Avila comes back, he'll kill us 
all” 

“Herb wil be tied when Sefior Avila comes back. 
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He'll think we want this bargain, He knows how hun- 
gry you are for his money. He must think I'm as 
hungry.” Ana began to give Herb water from a can- 
teen, then the jerky she had taken from a saddlebag. 

“Thank you, vaquero,” Herb said seriously, begin« 
ning to chew the dried meat. 

“You can take your cattle and go on to Ft. Sill,” 
Ana said, squatting before Herb; he could not read 
her features, but she could see his, for the campfire 
lighted them. 

“It is possible,” Herb agreed, “if I’m not killed.” 

“[t will yet be dark when Sefior Avila returns,” 
Ana said. 

“They'll check my ropes, see I’m tied,” Herb said, 
chserving her closely. “Soon as you are gone with 
Seftor Avila, poull Someone will be at hand to kill 
me, The sefior won't lot me live when he knows I've 
wiped out all his rustlers but the cook.” 

“L agree. But a nearly out rope breaks easily; it lL 
be hard to soe.” 

“True,” Herb agreed. “You ride along, unless you 
want to start a fight here, I'm in favor of that.” 

“What'd I tell you, Ana?” demanded Domingo. 
“Trouble—” 

“Stay out of this, brother.” To Herb, Ana con- 
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tinued: “The dangerous man is Jorge Cloud, the breed, 
ee 
“True. He found this hidden draw here like there 
was a sign posted. He’s the one caught me tonight.” 

“They were talking before you came, Sefior Herb. 
Jorge has a squaw waiting just south at a camp. Hell 
leave Seftor Avila then and go on a hunt with her 
ibe.”” 

So.” Herb swallowed some dry jerky and took a 
tin cup of coffee Ana poured, “I have only to break 
free, real quick, after all of you leave.” 

“You can then drive your cattle north easily.” 

Herb looked at her, but could tell nothing from her 
shadowed face. “I guess.” 

“Tan't my way best?” she asked. 

“Tie me against the tree,” Herb said: “With that 
bloodhound breed riding along, they'll be back quick. 
And Sefior Avila will be raging when he finds all his 
men gone but the poor old crippled cook.” Herb stood 
up, moved to the tree and stood bellied up to it, He 
vvas thinking that as soon as the breed was out of the 
picture— 

Domingo moved up. “I'll help tie Seftor Herb— So 
Avila has Rojas cattle.” When Herb was fastened to 
the tree, Ana, with Herb's knife from his gunbelt 


isn 
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sheath, sawed gently on the underside of a rope strand, 

“Don’t cut it too much,” Herb said. “They may 
test it.” 

“Sure. They may.” She stopped using the knife and 
went to the fire, Herb heard her say sharply to 
Domingo: “Here.” 

“What—?” began Domingo. 

“want to break off the tip of this knife.” 

“Why?” asked Domingo. 

“Just help me,” 

Herb called, “Is that my knife? It’s good stecl. Bury 
it here for me under my feet, I'll get loose.” 

“But if you can’t break the rope in time—” Neyer: 
theless, Ana came and dug with the knife in the eaxth 
at Herb’s feet and soon had the knife buried, the dirt 
trampled over, packed. “I want a few inches of steel 
for one of your hands,” she said, “To cut with—small 
enough to hide in your palm.” 

Herb heard the faint snap of brittle, cheap steel. 
‘Then Domingo came up to the tree, “Here’s the blade 
of a small pocket knife of mine.” He handed it to his 
sister. 

“Thank you, Domingo,” Ana said gratefully, put- 
ting the blade in Herb’s hand where it pressed against 
tree bark. 
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“fm remembering those rustled cattle,” Domingo 
answered. He went back to the campfire morosely. 

‘Ana moved against Herb. “If I could hide a gun 
for you, I would, They took yours from me.” Her lips 
pressed against his cheek. 

Movement sounded in the far thickets of the draw, 
coming nearer. 

“Adios, Herb.” Ana fled back to the fire and sat 
by her brother. 

In a few minutes, while Herb could not see, he 
thought he heard two booted persons come into the 
clearing. 

He heard Sefior Avila suy, his voice soft with re- 
pressed anger: “Let's go, pronto. I hurried. Sefiorita 
‘Ana's horse is beyond the brush.” 

‘Ana asked, “P’ve some coffee made. Have some. 
Jorge—where is he?” 

Sefior Avila answered smoothly, “Jorge's staying 
at the dugout till I can send others, They're short 
handed, due to Sefior Herb, My yaquero here, Tomas, 
is remaining, to0; he will cut our fine cattle contractor 
loose as soon as we're gone. Tomas will drink a cup 
of coffee for me.” 

Seftor Avila was assuring himself Herb would give 
him no further trouble; yet he was not going to let 
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Seforita Ana Maria see Herb killed. 

“Adios,” Heth said laconieally. 

“Come on, Ana,” said Domingo. “We've had 
enough coffee, Your gringo can take his cattle to Ft, 
Sill alone all right from here.” 

“OF course,” agreed Seftor Avila. “Let's go.” Now 
he was eager to get away. 

‘Ana must have been afraid to speak, for she said 
nothing. 

All hegan to depart through the thickets, except 
for the vaquero, Tomas, left behind by the campfire; 
he laughed low after the others moved through the 
thickets of the draw to their horses. No one, the var 


quero knew, but the man tied to the tree could hear 
him. 


Herb surged against the ropes, but they held. He 
gathered his muscles again, twisted, But the ropes still 
held; he had stopped Ana cutting the rope strand too 


the yvaquero spoke low, squatting beside 
the campfire with one of Hlerb’s own tin cups filled with 
the coffee Ana had made, “About ready to start driving, 
your cattle?” 

Desperately holding Domingo’s blade in his right 
hand, Herb twisted his wrist and sliced at the nearest 
rope. In the darkness erowding in on the lowering fire, 
Herb felt sure Tomas could barely see his form; he 
doubted if the vaquero could see the hand swing at 
the rope. 

‘The sound of horses starting came from beyond the 
thickets of the draw. 
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“Now,” said Tomas, satisfaction in his yoice, “we 
are going to be left alone.” 

Herb said nothing, still hurting his palm with the 
hack and broken end of Domingo’s blade as he tried to 
cout the rope, 

Beyond the thickets of the draw, the sounds of horses 
and riders were receding into the distance, The night 
‘was becoming very quiet, 

“I'm glad you showed up,” Tomas said, seeming 
to talk more to himself than to Herb. “You're quite 
4 man, the cook tells me. But maybe not—tied up. 
Sefior Avila is giving me a good fee for you, amigo. 
I'm sorry itll be so easy.” 

Herb felt the rope sag, Hither he had cut through, 
or Ana's sawed section had parted. 

The vaquero had not yet noticed the parting ropes 
in the dark, “I'm just going to use a knifo, amigo, 
Special request of Sefior Avila.” 

Herb thought: You're late~a knife has already 
evened our fight. 

With his freed right hand, Herb hauled at the ropes. 
How soon would the vaquero notice? He was still con- 
fident Herb was a trussed fowl, or he would have been 
stirring, 

“Just a knife. Doosn’t that sound nice, amigo?” 


RED RIVER MAVERICK 135 
‘Tomas laughed. 

"Pho last of the ropes fell from Herb; he knelt, 
using the broken blade to dig in the earth by his feet 
for the sheath knife Ana had hidden there for him. 

“Yankee! What’s up?” The suxprise in the yaquero’s 
voice showed he realized something was amiss. Even 
as Herb’s fingers dug in the earth, he raised his head. 
Herb saw the blade in the vaquero assassin's hand 
litter in the dying ember of the campfire, Tomas’ arm 
went back. He was going to throw! Herb's fingers 
pulled his own blade from the earth; despite the dint 
on it, the feel was good to his sore palm. 

He jumped sideways just in times the knife of the 
yaquero thudded low into the tree where Herb had 
heen kneeling, getting his knife. Herb was fleeing back- 
ward into the blackness of the thickets, wiping soil 
from his own blade. 

‘The vaquero, however, was now alerted to the situa- 
tion. He came leaping to the tree where Herb had been 
tied. Even as Herb tumed into concealing brush, the 
vaquero jerked his knife free from the tree. 

Herb froze silently in the thickets, not desiring to 
sive his location away, awaiting Tomas’ next move. 

‘The vaquero was no coward, He was, indeed, fool- 
hardy. He came, knife outthrust, into the darkness 
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behind the tree where Herb had been tied, Feeling he 
could not see well enough to throw his blade in the 
darkness, Herb, at first, decided to flee from him. ‘Then 
he remembered his two horses were there. 

Proving his eyes were as sharp or sharper than 
Herb’s, Tomas darted sideways and lunged with out- 
thrust knife at the Yankee. 

Herb raised his own knife in time to ward off the 
blow. The steel of the blades grated together. The near- 
ness of Thomas’ weapon set Herb’s teeth on edge, 

“Tonto, fool!” Herh exclaimed angrily. “Run along! 
T'll not have to killl you!” 

“But, gringo, I haye to kill you!” 

Tomas’ blade skillfully drove Herb from the 
thicket’s edge, almost completely unlighted, toward 
the gleam of dying firelight, which now caught the two 
as they faced each other warily, Herb could not see his 
opponent's eyes; nor, he was sure, could the vaquero 
see his, Each of them only searched for a black shape 
to strike. Only Tomas was a better knife fighter than 
Herb, so he drove the beef contractor backward re- 
Ientlessly. 


As the two sparred, fury rose in Herb’s throat, 
There was nothing to do but kill the man. Suddenly 
Herb pretended to fall backward as if he had stumbled 
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on something; he dropped onto one knee, holding his 
knife low. 

‘The vaquero gave a cry of victory and lunged to 
ill the gringo, thinking Herb helpless before him, 

Instead of Tomas killing the Ameriean, Herb sprang 
up from his crouch under the vaquero’s guard, and 
‘Tomas’ cry of exultation tumed into a seteam of 
‘agony as he impaled. himself on Herb’s blade, 

Herb jerked his knife free and moved to one side, 
of out of Tomas’ way, to escape any desperate lunge 
of the wounded man, 

But the vaquero, breaking off the fight, stumbled 
beside the fire, tried to see how badly he was hurt, 
then, holding his hand over his abdomen, began to 
stumble away out of the draw. 

Breathing hard, Herb straightened, watching the 
vaquero. Too late, he realized where Tomas was going. 
‘The vaquero had ridden there, and he had come from 
the dugout, And Jorge Cloud, the breed, was there! 

Herb went after Tomas, hurrying through the 
thickets of the draw, head bent, careless of stray 
ranches. But he was too late! As he eame outside the 
raw, the sound of horse hooves thudding lessened in 
the distance, going toward the rustlers? pasture and the 
dugout. The wounded Tomas, if he lived long enough, 
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would alert Jorge to the fact that Herb was free and 
had a knife. 


No sooner would the vaquero reach the dugout and. 


tell his story than the breed would be out secking Herb. 
Where the breed would look for Herb first would, of 
course, be right there in the draw! 


Herb could take both horses and ride immediately — 


on Seitor Avila’s trail; but then he would have the 
Avila paxty ahead—and the breed behind. 

‘The best thing would be to deal with the breed first, 
right there. As his brain whirled, he saddled both 
horses, loaded them and began to lead them; the sec- 
ond one he hoped Ana could use to retumm when he 
caught up with her, Single file, he led the horses from 
the draw. 

Sighing, Herb tied the horses outside the funnel in 
the corral thickets, and went afoot to search for the 
gunbelt holding the last Colt. 

In the dark everything looked different. It seemed 
he would never find the gunbelt. 

He did not realize how long he had searched or that 
the night was at an end till he heard a derisive yell, 
then a warwhoop. He looked toward the funnel be- 
hhind him and saw that he was being toyed with, a3 a 
cat plays with a mouse before killing it. 
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Galloping hooves sounded, and sweeping from out 
side the corral entrance, where his two horses had been, 
Herb heard the thud of rumiing horses coming closer. 
He crept to the edge of the thickets, staring in anger 
dismay and shock. 

Riding his roan gelding, bending low, leading the 
pinto, Jorge Cloud came racing through the dim light 
of the funnel in mockery of Herb, While Herb had 
searched {ruitlessly for the gunbelt and gun, the breed 
had circled him, stolen his horses and left him afoot. 
‘The breed could probably have already killed Herb. 
But he was going to torment him first, 

Jorge whooped like a vertible Indian and took 
Herb’s mounts at @ run into the corral pasture, advane- 
ing around the stray cattle, around the point of woods 
where Herb had once been helped by Ana, and out of 
sight toward the dugout. 

‘As the breed went out of sight, Herb had never felt 
more helpless, Moreover, he was not able to sit down, 
He knew the breed would be back again, knowing his 
victim was afoot. And the breed would be afoot; too. 
Merl guessed that this Jorge would have his blood. 

‘As daylight increased, Herh resolutely took fresh 
hearings, making a last desperate search for the gun- 
helt and gun. The sun brightened the thickets. Trees 


140 RED RIVER MAVERICK 

began to look more familiar in the daylight, He began 
to retrace his steps. ‘Then he saw the gunbelt—and he 
almost ran to it, 

‘The Colt was in the gunbelt—and shells! He took 
the six-gun out, whirled the cylinder and buckled the 
elt about his waist, It fitted without making another 
notch hole. The gun was in good shape, Maybe he 
could come alive out of this if he could figure a way to 
get in six-gun range, instead of letting the breed: pick 
him off with the rifle, 

As Herb thought, an idea began to form in his mind, 
Among the scrub oak and blackjack was one old giant 
cottonwood that had stood for years, its branches 
spreading out far enough to hold him and covered by 
enough foliage to hide him, 

He could not walk straight to one of the extending 
branches, because the smart breed would see even a 
misplaced blade of grass; he was a tracker with few 
peers. Why not try the oldest trick of all: wall back. 
ward to the tree? 

Herb had made numerous tracks in the immediate 
area, searching for the Colt. Maybe he could walk 
directly to the opening, walk backward to a massive 
branch and swing up! There was only one hitch, If 
Herh was sighted, he was a goner. Jorge’s Winchester 
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had a range far beyond that of Herb's Colt, He began 
to walk to the funnel; then he zeturned, bucking care- 
fully toward the giant cottonwood. 

Even more cautiously, Herb swung from the earth 
up to @ nearly horizontel branch overhead, clasped 
hiis legs, and, careful to displace no bark, break no 
twigs, moved higher and into a crotch, There he leaned 
hack, waiting. 

Even though Herb's every sense was alert, the breed 
nearly came on him by surprise, 

One second there was no ones then, his rifle swung 
hunting fashion, coming through the saplings, was 
Jorge Cloud. His eyes roved warily as he etalked with 
the grace of a panther, He followed Herh’s trail to 
where the American had finally found the gunbelt in 
the tree as naturally as a man in town would walk a 
hoard sidewalk. 

Jorge's clothes were buckskin and blended into the 
background as naturally as a deer, or other wild 
animal, His moccasins were quict. That was why he 
was able to move as silently as Herb had been doing. 
In tracking ability, Jorge was his master, Herb real- 
ized. The realization caused a cold feeling in the pit 
of his stomach, 

Herb watched the othor man study the tree fork 
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where the Colt in the gunbelt had been hung, bending 
forward, touching the bark with his fingertips. When 
he straightened up, the breed stood still momentarily. 
Herb was sure the other now realized his quarry was 
armed with at least one handgun, perhaps two, unless 
he guessed whose Colt had been picked up after Herb 
‘was taken captive at the camp in the draw. Jonge saw 
Herb’s tracks going toward the funnel, and his lips 
seemed to quirk. He began to stalk toward the funnel 
as Herb had walked, The breed expected Herb was 
going to ambush him there, as Herb had hoped he 
would think. 

‘The breed was coming in good Colt range of the giant 
cottonwood where Herb crouched, Colt now in hand, 
when the realization struck the tracker belatedly of a 
possible ambush from the big tree, Jorge started to 
swing his rifle up! 

Herb thumbed the hammer of the Colt and fired on 
the breed immediately, His shot whirled the tracker 
momentarily askew, lowering his Winchester; but the 
wounded tracker only dropped to one knee, bringing 
his rifle up again to bear on the cottonwood. Yet the 
breed did not seem to have a good view of Herb 
even yet. 

As Herb fired, the rifle cracked almost. simultan: 
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cously; but the rifle shot only cut though the foliage 
noar Herb, The breed was desperately shooting without 
1 target. Herb exultantly knew he had stampeded the 
tracker! 

Jorge sprawled on the ground. Yet he had not 
loosened his grip om the rifle, Maybe he was dyings 
maybe not, Maybe he was only waiting to get a killing 
shot at the man in the cottonwood. Herb sighted care- 
fully as if killing a snake, and fired a third time. 

The breed seemed to wilt and crumple, his rifle 
dropping from his lax fingers in the grass. 

Only then did Herb, withont tuming his back, al- 
ways keeping an eye on the awkward, downed figure, 
slide down from the crotch of the cottonwood, Carefully 
he went forward, Colt in hand. 

Only when he was sure Jorge was definitely dead did 
he reach out and, with his left hand, take the Winchester 
‘nd begin to strip from the buckskin-clad body the 
cartridges he would need. Jorge's single six-gun Herb 
took and shoved into the empty second holster of the 
gunbelt he wore, After extracting extra cartridges for 
it, also, from the gunbelt, he tuned his back on the 
sprawled, unarmed body and began to cut straight 
‘uoross the rustlers’ pasture, going around the wooded 
point, then on in the direction of the dugout, 
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Back in the graveyard area behind the dugout, the 
crippled old cook leaned on his shovel, watching Herb 
unemotionally. When Herb got close, the old cook 
spat a mouthful of tobacco juice. 

“You're making a gravedigger out of me, boss,” 
he said. He patted the new grave with his shovel, 
“Tomas. That ride on top of your knife finished him.” 

“There's another hy the big cottonwood near the 
funnel,” Herb said laconically. 

“You got the breed? I would have liked to have 
seen that—from a safe place, of course, Must have 
een something. And you're not touched?” 

“T kill snakes before they strike.” Herb changed 
the subject. “Where are my two horses, which the 
deed brought in?” 

The old cook nodded down toward where the pinto 
and roan were on picket. 

“You can hold the cattle till I got back, I guess, 
Cookie?” 

The old-timer tugged at his handlebar mustache, 
“Shore can, Only remember Sefior Avila is used to 
fighting the same way you do.” 

“TH take care, Cookie. Adios.” 

“You'll not eat?” 

“Not now.” 
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“Adios, then.” ‘The old cook began to scrape his 
shovel clean, ‘Chen, before Herb was out of hearing, 
“Now why'd I bother to do that? Better be roping 
ime a horse. Got that breed left to bury.” 

Pulling the saddle from the pinto for added. speed 
in his pursuit, Herb tied her lead rope to the saddle 
sill on his roan, climbed aboard and rode away from 
the dugout without « backward glance at the old cook, 
who he knew till watched him. 


Seftor Avila, siding with Domingo and Ana Maria 
Rojas, made no attempt to hide his trail. This alone 
‘was an indication to the pursuing Herb that the Mexican. 
never expected to have to worry about anyone follow- 
ing. With ‘Tomas and Jorge, the breed, Avila did not 
anticipate Herb would be alive to do anything. 

‘The group Herb was following had ridden steadily, 
however, and wore some distance ahead. Herb found 
they had stopped for breakfast, and it looked as if 
‘Ana had cooked, The three seemed to be traveling 
along amiably. ‘Thet was all for the best; Herb had 
been afraid that Domingo, finding out about the 
stolen Rojas cattle, might not be able to keep siill. 
And if he confronted Seftor Avila with such an acou- 
sation, Herb was sure the ensuing fight would be 
lopsided in Sefior Avila’s favor. 
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Going on south toward Doan's Crossing on the Red 
River, the trio had stopped briefly at noon again, but 
had not made a fire; they had eaten their cold meal, 
then ridden on ahead, Herb ate jerky from his suddle- 
hags as he followed. He began to believe that if the 
three camped at @ reasonable hour, he might catch 
them that night. 

He knew that, no mater what, he had to catch the 
three before they got too near Seftor Avila’s hacienda, 
where the paumchy Mexican would have vaqueros 
around. Of course there was a possibility that the 
Mexican cattleman would allow Domingo and Ana 
to retum to their hotel in Grayton; but Herb consid 
ered this unlikely unless Avila still had Rojasbranded. 
cattle near his casa, The girl had run away from Gray: 
ton once; the Mexicans ahead knew that only too well. 
Herb guesed that Sefior Avila would insist the Rojas 
brother and sister stay with him till the marriage, 

‘After reaching the Avila rancho, Herb was sure, 
Ana would never get a chnace to escape. 

Reasoning thus, at dusk Herb came to the Red River 
and, since it was down from the rain of several days 
previously when Ana and he had had to drive his cattle 
‘across, forded it easily. He would have liked to stop at 
Doan's Store; but he considered it too dangerous. 
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Seftor Avila might have friends there—like the one who 
had told him originally he could buy cattle cheap 
from Avila, Also, it would take time to stop at the 
store. Herb rode on without pausing. Hoping the group 
ahead would stick to the Westem Trail, by which Ana 
and he had come north, he started down that in the 
gathering dark. After a while he stopped, dismounted, 
struck a light and searched for tracks, The trio was 
ahead. 

Herb did not want to pass the campfire or camp of 
the trio in the darkness; neither did he want those at 
the campfire to see him first. It was a tiring job now, 
for he had had little sleep the night before, and his 
oyes began to get heavy. He was hungry, too; but out 
side of « small bit of extra tough jerky, he decided to 
cat nothing, He was afraid if he ate too much he would 
be sleepier, less watchful. 

After riding until nearly midnight, Herb saw what 
he thought was the gleam of a campfire. He became 
alort at once, for he felt that Serior Avila was not one 
1o sleep in an unwatched camp, Herb stopped the pinto 
he had switched the saddle onto, leaving the roan to be 
Ted; then he dismounted, tied the pinto to a sapling 
and, dropping to the earth, began to snake toward the 
fire, 
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‘Ashe came to some bushes, parted them quietly and 
looked toward the campfire, he saw three horses on 
picket; two persons were rolled in blankets, asleep. 
A third person sat nodding, on watch out beyond the 
gleam of the campfire. The figure was slender, Herb 
guessed it was Domingos he did not think they would 
have Ana on watch. 

Herb began to circle in the dark, intending to come 
up behind the solitary watcher. He was almost behind 
the sitting guard when he must have made a noise, 

The watcher tumed—and screamed! 

Tt was Ana Maria, and in the dark she had not ree- 
ognized Herb, except as an intruder! 

She tried to pull up the long gun (the shotgun) on 
her lap; and Herb had to throw himself onto her, forve 
it down and grapple with her, trying to take the gun 
away without being shot, The two were thrashing on 
the ground, making noise Herb did not want to make. 
He tried to make her realize who he was. 

“Anal” he panted as they both struggled for the 
gun, “It's Herb! Quiet!” 

Ana quit struggling with Herb almost immediately, 
hut the noise they had made had given Herb away, A 
knife glinted in the firelight as a dark form rushed at 
him. Herb released the now unresisting Ana, sprang 
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up and caught the arm holding the knife to stab him. 
Too late he realized the slender arm he held was not 
Sefior Avila’s but was that of Domingo, coming to the 
defense of his sister from an intruder, 

‘Ana screamed, even as Herb recognized that it was 
her brother's arm he held; he eased his pressure on 
the knife arm. 

Domingo, free, fell away from Herb onto the 
ground. 

Sefior Avila then fired his first shot at Herb. It went 
singing by close; Herb dived for the earth, rolling. 

‘The Mexican cattleman fired again, It was a mise 
take, Before, even after the first shot, Herb had not 
heen sture where Avila was. But Herb now saw the 
flash of the second shot. He slid a six-gun free, thumbed 
the hammer and answered the fat sefior, who, though 
evidently untouched, scuttled sideways immediately, 

‘Ana screamed again and fled into the deeper darke 
ness farther from the fire. 

Domingo, staggering, moaning, was upparently 
struck. 

“Domingo!” Ana cried. “Don’t shoot Domingo, 
Herb!” 

Herb ordered, “Domingo! Hit the earth!” 
Domingo, realizing his danger, scooted over the 
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ground toward Ana, Even with both of them out of the 
way, Herb hesitated to shoot again. He waited, So did 
Seftor Avila, 

“Domingo, are you hurt?” Ana asked her brother 
in the silence. 

“Brazo, my arm only—” 

“Herb, you be careful, too!” cried Ana. 

Sefior Avila lost his temper then, “EL gato!” he 
screamed. “You she-cat! Yankee lover!” 

‘The Mexican fired a shot in anger. 

Herb, ready for this, squeezed trigger at the flash, 
rolling away immediately from the area. 

“Mi pierna, oh, my leg!” Sefior Avila literally 
squealed. Despite his ery, the fat Mexican must have 
gotten up on his feet; but back in the darkness where 
he was, Herb could not see him. Standing, Avila fired 
once where Herb had been, then tried to run, Herb 
hoard him stumbling but could not get in a shot. 

Before Herb realized what Avila meant to do, he 
heard a horse squeal and a suppressed grom. The 
hooves of one of the three horses thrust against the 
earth, and the horse went running south, carrying 
Seftor Avila away from the camp in flight, The thud. 
‘ling hooves began fading into silence. The Rojas 
brother and sister and Herb lay orienting themselves 
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to the situation, 
‘Ana, the first on her feet, eame running to Domingo, 


helping him up, bringing him to the campfire in the 


erook of an arm, 

Arising, seeing faggots nearby, Herb threw them 
on the embers of the campfire; the flames blazed up, 
lighting the scene. 

Domingo, rather sullenaced, admitted, “I'm not 
shot, Ana. Only my arm was hurt—Sefior Herb was 
rough.” 

“I thought you were Sefior Avila,” Horb said 
lamely. 

Ana shoved Domingo away erossly and tumed to 
Herb with unfathomable eyes. “I knew Seiior Avila 
couldn't kill you, Herb—you're an hombre that can't 
he hurt! You aren't, are you?” 

“Doggone it, ni,” Herb admitted. 

Domingo looked at Herb, and Herb at him, 

“Yankee,” Domingo said, “she’s unhappy we're not 
shot up.” 

“Sounds like it,” Herb agreed. 

‘Then Ana flung herself in Herb’s arms, He caught 
her and held her, and she began to cry against his 
chest, 

Domingo spoke softly. “Think, seiior, how she'd 


RED RIVER MAVERICK 153 
haye mourned had both of us been killed!” 

Ana raised her head. “You, Domingo—Herb—I'm 
lad Avila’s gone. I'm glad you two are alive.” 

Herb said reluctantly, “But now our Sefior Avila 
in fix himself up, gather his vaqueros and raise the 
very devil with us!” 

“How?” asked Ana, tilting her head back. 

“Why, we're going to drive Herb Sweeney and 
Rojas cattle north, aren't we?” Herb asked, as if he 
did not know. 

Domingo chortled. “Si! Of course, seftor, Ana, we'll 
not be totally poor, if these thousand cattle are Rojas- 
branded! We'll have some money.” 

Ana pressed her cheek against Herb’s. 

“Pm hungry,” said Domingo suddenly. “Being in 
danger made me hungry. | want food. P'm yet only a 
jrowing boy, so you yourself said, sister.” 

Herb kissed Ana briefly. “Well, so am I. P've not 
aten well for—when did you last feed me, chica?” 

Pushing herself from Herb, Ana scolded him lov- 
ingly. “I'm like a mother gallina with hungry chickens 
waiting, I will cook. Tl make a big meal.” 

“Pll help,” Herb volunteered. 

“A true lover,” laughed Domingo. “I will sit and 
watch you two work, But mind you, sweethearts, I-am 
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formally your chaperone.” 

Ana laughed, “Si? I'll bribe you with « good meal.” 

Domingo laughed. “That is all I want—now.” 

After eating Ana’s excellent stew, com meal cakes, 
frijoles, and some fruta, the three of them sat drinks 
ing coffee. 

“We have one cowhand for the drive alveady,” 
Herb told the two, “the cook of the rustlers, an old- 
timer, He seems to want to go honest, He'll be of soma. 
help, He has been to me already.” 

Domingo nodded his agreement. Then: “First, we'll 
deliver your contract cattle to Ft, Sill. Then we'll drive 
our eaitle on to a railhead. About what can we expect 
a head?” 

“Twenty-five to fifty dollars,” Herb answered. “But 
don’t spend the money till you get it.” 

“We won't this timo,” said Ana slowly over the rim 
of her coffee cup. “Not so, Domingo?” 

“We have leamed, Ana,” Domingo admitted rue 
fully. “I expect to learn more on the drive. T have 
been a cattleman—a poor one, I admit. But I will learn, 
My father was the best” 

‘There are Indians, They act up often, Sometimes 
the Cimarron or Canadian floods. But the raitheads 
continue moving west. They're eager for cattle—any- 
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ody’s cattle.” 

Ana asked curiously, “Herb, do you think Sefior 
Avila will show up again?” 

“PL bet on it. And not alone; he isn’t the type, But 
he’s going to be resting a few days, Surely we can 
solve that problem when we face it.” Herb yawned. 

“You're sleepy!” said Ana, “I forgot! You did not 
sleep much last night.” 

{ slept not at all,” Herb amended, “I'll go get my 
blanket, Better bring my horses closer, though, first. 
Some Kiowa or Gomanche may be short of ponies and 
looking for some.” Without any more preliminaries, 
Heth arose, got the roan and pinto, brought. them 
near camp, unsaddled the pinto and, having picketed 
them, stretched his blanket in the darkness beyond the 
campfire. 

Herb roused in the moming to find Ana finishing 
breakfast over the fire. Domingo, awake but sleepy, 
called, “Food, We'll eat, then ride north, The Rojas 
family will never be bankrupt again.”* 

Smiling at her brother, Ana said, “I’m sure not. 
We have Serior Herb for a partner, We are lucky.” 

“Lam the lucky one,” Herb reminded her, “I came 
south seeking only cattle, and I found a beautiful girl, 
to, No Sweeney has had luck this good since leaving 
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the Old Country.” 

Lightheartedly, the three ate; as lightheartedly, 
they saddled and rode north, The trio made it to Doan’ 
Crossing in record time, the Rojas brother and sister 
riding Avila horses, Herb leading his extra, Toward 
dark, they approached the region where Ana and Herb 
had first encountered Georgia and his rustlers, 

By hard riding perhaps the three could have taken 
worn-out horses into the corral that night after dark. 
But, even though Herb was sure Sefior Avila would 
follow, he thought they could safely camp there that 
night; for, since he would have to tend his wound and 
gather his men, Avila would not immediately give 
pursuit, 

Camped, they cooked hot food, then slept, with 
Herb and Domingo doing turns at guard, just in case 
Sefior Avila should by some miracle be able to strike 
them before dawn. But eyen at dawn when they ate, 
there was still no indication of pursuit from the Avila 
hacienda. Perhaps the Mexican’s leg was fairly bad 
or perhaps Avila needed time to gather his men, Per- 
haps~but this Herb considered unlikely—Avila would 
not follow them. 

If Avila did—and Herb was sure he would when he 
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so decided—Herb knew Ana and Domingo were in as 
deadly peril as he himself, Avila's revenge would 
encompass them all. 


‘The erippled old cook had heen driving the herd 
closely bunched that moming, the loose horses with 
them, when the three of them rode across the rustlers? 
corral toward him; the old man stopped, sat his cayuse 
and quietly watched them approaching. When they 
came close, he said conversationally, “I guessed when 
you would retum, See, I have the herd nearly ready 
to move out. I am even packed.” 

Domingo, on his horse, began to ride around the 
cattle, checking the brands, 

“This,” Herb told the old-timer, “is Seftorita Ana 
Maria Rojas; the rider, her brother, Domingo.” 

The old cook touched his Stetson. “Sefforita, your 
brother acts like he recognizes the Rio Grande brand.” 

“They're part of our cattle,” said Ana, her voice 
heated. 
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“Don't blame me, sefiorita, I'm only the cook. I 
wasn’t in-on the rustling,” 

Domingo rode back to them. “Wonder where the 
rest are? Probably already sold.” 

‘The old cook took a chew of plug tobacco. “Well, 
since you're in with my boss here, Mr. Herb, I'll tell 
you, Sefior Domingo. They haven't been brought up 
yet. They were down on the Brazos when the lot of us 
‘yore picked and sent up here a few weeks ago with 
these, Sefior Avila was running the Rojas brand with 
his own. I rather think he planed to trail-drive the 
rest of the Rojas stock pronto to a railheads but Mr. 
Herb, here, with his buying (Sefior Avila could never 
turn down an extra dollar), and then his killing, rather 
messed up Sefior Avila’s plans. ‘The sefior sent a rider 
to be sure and have us get back these steers he sold 
Herb. Of course the boys were to get anything—ah, 
loose.” 

Domingo, rage smoldering in his eyes, looked at his 
sister, “Avila wanted Rojas cattle off his hacienda be- 
fore you or I saw them, Ana, That's why he always 
saw us in Grayton at the hotel. He would have just put 
the railhead money in his pocket, and neither of us 
would have been the wiser. And he'd have gotten you 
anyway.” 
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‘Ana nodded. “It seems so.” 

“Maybe then,” Herb put in, “we'd better pull stakes 
and push these cows we have.” 

Domingo said, “But, Herb, I've been thinking, 
You've got to take your hundred and fifty—they are 
yours, with Avile’s brand; you paid for them, have a 
bill of sale~to Ft. Sill. These thousand of ours go to 
Dodge City. We'd be going out of the way taking these 
northeast to Sill. Since these thousand are just off the 
Westen Trail, why can’t Ana and T start them on up 
to the railhead? You could join us soon as you've 
delivered yours.” 

“The two of you, with all those longhoms, cross 
Indian Territory? And likely Sefior Avila is already 
on our heels.” 

*Mayhe, since he realizes we know he's behind the 
rustling, he'll be busy getting the rest of the Rojas 
brand off his place,” Ana stated. 

Herb pushed his hat back. “Could be,” he admitted, 
“Lf the old-timer will go with you, T ean herd my stock 
to the post alone. Ii’s not too far.” Herb looked at the 
cook. “What about it, Cookie? Know the Dodge City 
Trail?” 

The cook shifted his cud of tobacco. “Yep. Hunted, 
and been hunted, along most of it, Pl be glad to do 
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you the favor, Hexb.” 

Herb looked at Ana, “You've got a trail drive fore- 
man, Cookie. I'll move my stuff fast, Teave “em at the 
post commissary, and try to overtake you as soon as 
T can.” 

‘Ana looked from Domingo to Herb with glowing 
oyes. “We'll ty it. It ll be wonderful not to be penni- 
less. Then no one of my family will think I must 
marry money.” 

Domingo said nothing. 

“You'll keep on guard all the time—in case Avila 
comes riding?” Herb persisted. 

Domingo ejaculated, “Just let me see him!” 

Cookie spat a globule of tobacco. “That'll be a 
problem, Mr, Avila operates like Herb here, You 
usually don’t see him—till it’s too late.” 

“You'll help them, Cookie?” Herb glanced at the 
junbelt and low.swung guns the old-timer had started 
wearing, the Winchester in his saddle boot. 

“Tim a right good shot yet, Want to see me gun a 
silver dollar?” 

“{ believe you,” Herb said truthfully. Then: “Ana, 
you wear this gunbelt and two guns I've picked up. 
‘This Winchester, Domingo can use. He'd better get 
‘gmbelt and guns from the dugout, Cookie.” 
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“Sure,” said Cookie. 

Silently, after Herb punched a new hole, Ana took 
the two-gun helt, returning Herb his one-gun, one 
knife scabbarded one, 

‘Ana asked Herb again, “We can get from twenty: 
five to fifty dollars a head for these, you say?” 

“About.” Herb nodded. 

“But they gotta be got there,” Cookie reminded 
the brother and sister. 

Herb began to cut out his stock, and the others rode 
in to help him. Before too long, with the pinto and the 
mustang running with his stock, he was ready to take 
off, He was leaving the night hawk bay for Ana to use, 
along with the Avila horse she still rode, 

“You won't eat before. you go, Herb?” Cookie 
asked. 

“No.” Herb looked at Ana. “I don’t want this stock 
mixing again, But you all be careful now, You hear?” 

‘Ana rode the Avila horse beside his. Then she 
reached over, and they kissed till their horses pulled 
them apart. 

“You he careful, too, Herb.” 

“P'm not worried about myself,” Hexb said. “You're 
the one I’m worried about, If Avila does catch you, 
take off; Pl help you get the herd again later, Don’t 
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lot him get to you or Domingo. He'll not be friendly 
from now on. You know that.” 

Domingo said, “Don’t worry, eaballero. She'll be 
safe with two of ws.” 

‘The old-timer nodded at Herb. “Don’t worry, Boss.” 
His fingers curled on his gun butts. 

Reluctantly, Herb said, “I'l join you soon as I can. 
Don’t be afraid to push the rustlers’ remuda.” He 
kicked his roan gelding and began to yell, “Hitii!” 
His smaller herd drifted across the rustler corral, But 
he had hardly gotten them through the opening and 
outside before the larger herd left began streaming out 
behind him, Unhappily, he tumed his stock northeast 
toward Ft, Sill. 'The fat, sleek, Avila-branded, Avila- 
sold Ionghorns, after several days of resting and eat- 
ing in the corral, should be able to push along fairly 
rapidly. 

‘The bell cow soon forged to the lead; yet he had 
tired the gelding, switched his saddle to the mustang 
and sweated that tough animal before stopping for the 
night. By night, though, the cattle were trail-herding 
hotter, If the bell cow had mot been @ smart spook 
longhorn, Herb would have had many more problems 
on his hands. 

‘At night, over a small eampfire, he felt more lonely 
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than he had ever felt in his whole life, 

He loose-herded that night, The drive went well the 
next day, but sometimes he wished he had brought a 
fourth horse. The short dashes after stubbom steers 
soon tired his mounts; he seemed always switching 
saddle mounts. But outside of the herding with its 
tiring labor, everything seemed to go well; the long. 
hors moved through the red dust, getting closer and 
closer to their destination. 

However, in the early dusk of the second night, as 
he drove through a narrow valley, without warning, 
without his having observed a sign, from the red- 
slashed hills of the west, coming directly in the path 
of his herd, flowed a motley Comanche group of per- 
haps fifty persons all together, including women, chil- 
dren, old people and braves. 

Horses, travois litters and Indians, mounted and 
afoot, blocked his herd from progressing through the 
yalley, The herd milled, then settled, True, there was 
a stream where the Indians stopped. Perhaps the band 
had planned to stop there all along; perhaps they had 
not intended to block Herh’s herd, 

Leaving his main herd, Herb drove up to the Indian 
camp by the stream, 

Whether on the reservation or just wandering, the 
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Comanches were neither hostile nor friendly—only 
sullen, At first they ignored him as he eame up, Their 
black hair was pulled back from their foreheads and 
plaited in long single braids. Their clothes only partly 
fitted the weather. 'The men wore only moccasins and 
breech clouts, as if they were ready to hunt or make 
war; but their pony tails were not tied up with war 
medicine, The women wore skirts of buckskin; some, 
despite the warmth, wore jackets. 

A chiof in beaded doeskin moccasins finally deigned 
to notice Herb and come forward to him, 

“Chuck,” Herb said, indicating two steers he had 
brought with him. 

‘The chief waved an arm; and at once several braves 
brutally butchered the hapless longhorns. After watch- 
ing this killing, the chief turned anew to Her). “Pow- 
der, lead, sugar?” 

Herb spread out his empty hands, “T have none.” 

Tho chief’s eyes went to the white man’s saddle 
boot. The buffalo gun, regained from Avila, was 
plainly evident. The chief began to speak fast in Co- 
manche. Several braves grouped themselves about 
Herb. 

“You are the one killing all our buffalo?” 

“No,” Herb used some of the limited sign language 
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he knew. “I just carry it, See, I have cattle, longhorns, 
Tam a eattleman; not a buffalo hunter.” 

The chief's eyes narrowed on the visitor. “The cate 
tle are yours?” 

“3%, yes.” 

“Why do you go this way? You are not going to the 
railroad this way. The chief pointed northwest. “You 
are going to feed blue-coat pony soldiers?” 

“Not me.” Herb recognized that if he admitted to 
such an intention he would probably die slowly and 
painfully right there in that forsaken red-earth valley, 
“[ have a spread, a rancho. Iam stocking it.” At least, 
Herb told himself, part of that was true! 

‘The chief tuned his gaze on the herd. “My tribe is 
hungry. I guess we'll have half of your cattle for 
passage,” 

How could you tell an Indian that such a deal would 
bankrupt you? Herb wondered, “I will think about 
it.” he answered. 

The chief tumed away to where the two butchered 
steers were disappearing like a few grains of com 
before a flock of hungry chickens, Herb reined about 
and went back to his solitary preparations for supper 
and the night, 

As he sat by his fire in the gathering darkness, a cut- 
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nosed Comanche woman eame stealing up to him, The 
mutilated nose meant she had heen caught and marked 
as an adulteress. 

“Trade?” she asked. She carried an, old bulfalo 
robe, worn out and useless; she knew no white man 
would be interested in such a relic of a hide, and she 
seemed litle surprised to get no response. 

Having no interest in dealing with the squaw, Heth 
scowled, drew his knife, and indicated he had no de- 
sire to trade for her buffalo hide, With an obscene 
gesture, the squaw dropped the old robe and fled away 
into the darkness, But Herb had an idea as a result. 
‘The only way he could get out of the valley with all 
his cattle would be to run them outs and 0 as not to be 
followed after the stampede, he would have to try an 
Indian trick he hated to do. Rising sadly, he roped the 
oldest of his mounts, the pinto mare and led her to a 
picket stake in the darkness away from the fire, ‘There 
he began to make a loose rope net for her back. Onee 
this was done, he gathered tuft after tuft of the tall 
summer-diy grass and stuffed it into the net till the 
pinto looked like a horse pincushion, Soon he felt the 
pinto was ready for her painful oneal, and decided 
that as soon as she had run her course he would shoot 
her to put her out of her misery. 
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However, he did not act till after midnight. Then, 
bchind his herd, he roped the pinto on a Jong line to 
his saddle; drawing a six-gun, he fired three shots rap- 
‘idly; then he grabbed up the old buffalo robe left by 
the squaw and began to crack and flap it at the rear 
of the herd. 

Bawling, the longhorns went wild immediately. ‘The 
only logical escape route for the cattle was ahead 
toward the Indian camp. The longhorns started stam+ 
peding that way, their long sharp horns tossing in the 
night. 

As the herd fled, Herb, dropping the robe, grabbed 
a lighted brand from the campfire and held it to the 
dry grass on the poor pinto’s back, The grass flared 
up instantly; and Herb sprang into the saddle of the 
roan and raked her forward, pulling the pinto fire 
pony behind. 

The steers, still bawling, their wide, wicked horns 
like twin spears, were rampaging toward the Indian 
camp. In the wake of the herd, Herb’s rope led the fire 
pony, now blazing, scattering the buming grass as she 
was yanked along, fear- and piin-stricken, 

Judging from their yells, Indians, not thinking of 
fight, were loving up either side of the hills, 

The longhorns thundered through the deserted Co- 
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manche camp, knocking down occasional tents and 
scattering campfires. 

Even the Indian ponies took off as the fire pony ran 
terror-stricken through the camp, 

Not a shot, not an arrow, not a lance came at Herb 
as he followed in the wake of the longhoms, leading 
the fire pinto. 

Having passed the camp, Herb cut the rope going 
back to the fire pony and shot the poor beast. 

Tears blurring his eyes, he galloped into the night, 
out of the valley, across the prairie after his herd. 


‘The herd ran pretty well together; and Herb, after 
putting enough distance between the Comanche camp 
and the tired cattle, circled them. Shortly after dawn, 
he began to yell the rounded-up stock on to the Ft. 
Sill commissary. 

He thought the Comanches might follow him, desir- 
ing vengeance, or at least half of his herd, as the chief 
had asked; but they must have had their fill of him, 
for no one came, At night he felt pretty safe, but he 
still rode watch throughout the dark hours, his hand 
never far from a gun. 

In the moming, after drinking coffee and eating 
briefly, he drove ahead. Before long, he was rubbing 
tobacco juice in his eyes to keep awake. 

That aftemoon near sunset he drove into the Ft. 
Sill area, and whooped his cattle past the post under 
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the hill and toward the commissary corral, Second Lt. 
Si Mobley, coming xeluctantly down to the gate, nod- 
ded as he drifted the tired steers past a corporal tak- 
ing count. They were delivered, but Herb could still 
not relax, 

When he finally pulled the roan, with the mustang 
on a lead rope from the saddle, over to the corral 
fence by the gate where the freckle-faced red-haired 
commissary officer perched, the officer growled at him: 

“Why not drive ’em in during duty hours?” 

“Lieutenant,” Herb said, “please don’t gripe any 
more about the cattle I contracted to your butchers, If 
I told you how many rustlers I've had to kill, how 
many Indians I’ve had to outwit to get this beef here, 
you wouldn’t believe me,” 

“1 wouldn’,” agreed Lt, Mobley, laughing, “You 
civilians make all the money. Here we soldiers pour 
out our blood for yous and you make all the money. 
It’s sure lopsided.” 

Herb groaned. “Satisfied with this beef?” 

“{t’s better, You been herding fast the past day or 
30?” 


“Trying to keep ahead of some of your Indian wards 
—or hostiles, I can’t tell the difference.” 
“You ought to be up in the Black Hills, Herb; only, 
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I suppose, you're getting more gold here then you 
could dig out of the ground up there. The hostiles up 
in Dakota Territory still think they're going to take 
over the U.S.” 

‘The corporal came up, saluted, and said, “One hun- 
drod forty-eight head.” 

Lt, Mobley turned to Herb. “What about those two 
short?” 


“Used ‘em to feed the Indians who keep you draw- 
ing your pay!” 

‘The lieutenant laughed and scribbled out a cattle 
receipt. “Well, I did have to take some of those horns 
with legs of yours, waiting for you to deliver good 


stock; this will cover them all. You'll probably have 
to wait till tomorrow to cash this—” 

“Well,” said Herb, “it really is money going in a 
friend’s pocket. I'll just transfor it.” 

Herb rode away from Lt. Mobley, leaving him still 
sitting there on the corral, grumbling about missing 
supper. 

Herb figured if he struck straight west to the Dodge 
City Trail, he would be behind Ana, Domingo, and 
Cookie when he hit it, and he did not desire that. He 
rode northwest all night. At dawn he stopped, made 
strong coffee, boiled com meal mush, rested a bit and 
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then kept riding, only switching the saddle from the 
mustang to the roan gelding, At noon, stretching his 
legs a bit under a cottonwood by a creek bank, he 
washed down jerky with canteen water. Then he rode 
ahead till dark. 

Having seen Indian signs which increasingly grew 
thick all day, he ate another cold meal and lay down, 
with the lead rope of one horse tied to his waist, the 
other to the saddle of the first. Tired as he was, he 
feared that a Comanche might steal a picketed horse 
from him tonight unless he used this emergency device. 

‘The next moming, refreshed after finally getting 
some sleep, he saw traces of a big herd going north, 
and knew he was on the trail to the railhead. This 
herd, however, was of good size and seemed more than 
a thousand cattle; there could be other herds trailing 
north besides the Rojas one. ‘The cattle droppings 
wore only a few hours old. As soon as he saw the herd, 
he would know if the longhors ahead were the ones 
he sought. 

He was on the trail somewhere southeast of the 
site of the battle of the Washita in °68 when he saw 
buzzards circling just to one side of the fresh cattle 
tracks and chips. Then it was he had the first premo- 
nition of trouble. He thought at first it was the work 
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of Indians, but as he rode closer he saw no redskin 
‘signs. 

He kicked the roan near the crumpled body of a 
white man by an outcropping rock before a red-slashed 
hillside, 

After looking around carefully, he dismounted une 
happily. Moving close, he hent over the inert body. 
Something stuck him as familiar about the clothes, 
the figure, a leg, His heart came up in his throat. 
Slowly he caught the body and turned it over. 

The handlebar mustache, the old face, the rippled 
leg—they were only too well known, It was the rusiler 
cook. The bullet hole through the chest had been made 
in the last hour. At least Cookie had been shot from 
the front. 

Who had done this to Cookie? Whose herd was 
joined with the one he sought? Some other trail herd- 
ers grabbing Rojas stock? No, Herb believed. He was 
sure he know who it was. 

Seiior Avila! 

Herh looked down at the body of poor, crippled old 
Cookie, who had wanted to do honest work; who had 
buried rustler bodies so uncomplainingly, Here he 
was unburied, 

Herb glanced up at the buzzards circling lower and 
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lower, and he knew he had to bury Cookie, He did 
not have a shovel, but he had a knife, He looked about 
Jor the most likely spot to do the job. 

With the equipment he had, one knife, the most 
likely spot was the base of the red earth fill, Methodi= 
cally he began to dig there. All he could hope to do 
was to cover Cookie, to keep the coyotes, wolves and 
buzzards from his body. Soon he placed the body in a 
shallow grave, then began to dig soft red earth from 
the slash above, using it to cover the dead cripple, As 
Herb dug, more earth slid down helpfully; and soon 
the small earthen mound was done, Then Herb ear- 
ried rocks and placed them over the red earth of the 
grave. 

Finally he prayed for Cookie. Then, his eyes damp, 
Herb went to the roan, remounted, and set out again 
on the trail of the catile herd and its drivers; behind 
him, on the lend rope, the mustang shied from the 
fresh grave. 

He had gotten somewhat behind the herd ahead, but 
hie soon made up the distance. 

‘Then Herb realized his fears were probably justi- 
fied. The hats and the dress of the drag riders indicated 
they were vaqueros, He groaned. This is undoubtedly 
Sefior Avila’s trail drive. 
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He fell back of the prod vaqueros and began a dane 
gerous, hard job. He wanted to see if this definitely 
was Avila, He wanted to see Ana, feeling sure she was 
along; wanted to find out if Domingo were there and 
alive, 

He began to ride a giant hali-irele to the right 
from the drag to the point; then, not getting in front 
of the herd, where his horses’ tracks could be seen, he 
went back of the prod riders again and made the same 
half-cirele to the left. 

When he finally dropped back of the drag riders to 
think, he knew all he did not want to admit had hap- 
pened. Ana and Domingo were alive. They seomed 
unharmed, They were riding side by side with their 
feet roped under the bellies of their horses; their hands 
‘were not tied, at least while they rode. They were dis: 
armed, of course. 

Behind the Rojas brother and sister rode a vaquero 
whose black guns hing low and whose costly black 
clothes with gold embroidery on vest and tight panta- 
loons marked him in Herb’s eyes as more than a cow: 
punchers he was a gunman. 

Directly ahead of Ana and Domingo rode the gross, 
fat, big-bellied, inscrutable-faced Sefior Avila, his 
wounded leg only slightly favored. A gun showed on 
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Avila’s greasy hips, and in his saddle boot was shoved 
a rifle, As he rode, he chewed an unlighted black cigar. 

‘Alongside Seftor Avila rode, Herb gathered, the 
trail herd foreman. ‘This foreman was the only gringo, 
Yankee or Texan in the Avila party. His face was 
leathery, lined and pitted. His eyes swept to left, right, 
hehind and ahead as the herd moved forward. His 
guns were shiny with use, his holsters cut low in front. 
His rifle was a new model Winchester. ‘The foreman’s 
garb consisted of common cowpuncher clothes—denim 
trousers, chaps, bandana, wide hat and checkered 
shirt, with a cigarette tobacco tag on a string flying 
from a vest pocket, 

Back of the black-clad, sinister yaquero gunman 
guarding Ana and Domingo followed the lead steer, 
which with prodding more or less set the pace. To the 
right and left of the Jead steer were the usual right 
and left point riders. Alongside the herd on both 
sides were the swing and flank vaqueros. 

Trailing the drag hands were the horses of the 
remuda, fifty or more, superintended by a most de- 
crepitlooking vaquero, who seemed to sleep as he 
rode. Seior Avila had twelye vaqueros trailing this 
herd of some two thousand five hundred sleek long- 
horns—all bearing the Rojas brand! The cattle Avila 


178 RED RIVER MAVERICK 
had brought from the Brazos were also Ana’s and 
Domingo’s! 

Knowing the fire and passion of the Rojas blood, 
Herb knew how Ana Maria and Domingo must be 
smouldering inside at riding along captives with all 
these rustled cattle of their own brand. 

Having seen the riders he would haye to overcome 
and realizing that both the black-clad vaquero and his 
gringo foreman could probably outgun him, Herb 
realized he would have his hands real full just resou- 
ing Ana and Domingo. 

While he had never driven a herd up the Wester 
Cattle Trail to Dodge City, he had been over the area 
ahead as a buffalo hunter. 

No many miles forward, perhaps five cattle-drive 
days, snaked the South Fork of the Canadian River, 
the cattle crossing about a hundred miles east of Adobe 
Walls. Beyond lay the North Fork of the Canadian, 
hardly a day's drive short of the Cimarron, Beyond 
this was only the dry praixie to Dodge City on the 
Arkansas, 

Somewhere before Dodge City Herb had to act. He 
felt that once Sefor Avila got there he would fore a 
decision on Ana—probably not before, Herb thought 
he knew the Mexican well enough to guess he would 
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restrain himself till he could legally acquire Ana as a 
bride, unless something went awry or he was angered 
beyond reason, Avila, in his way, desired Seftorita 
‘Ana Maria Rojas very badly; otherwise, both the sux- 
viving members of the Rojas clan would now have 
been dead back with Cookie! 

Herb trailed the herd all the rest of the day and 
tried to creep up on the eattle drive camp that night. 
It was impossible to get very close; but he did find 
there were two night herders who got out the cook 
wagon, bringing the trail herd driver total to fourteen 
men, besides Sefior Avila, who would try to keep him 
from Ana and Domingo. 

He continued to scout disconsolately during the 
early hours of the night; finally convinced he could 
do nothing, he withdrew to a draw far enough at the 
rear to avoid detection of a fire, cooked, had his 
coffee, then rolled into his blanket to sleep. But for 
hours he could not keep his worried mind from at- 
tempting to find a way out of his dilemma, 

The upshot of the matter was that Herb decided to 
‘wait, These were Rojas cattle, All of them had to he 
driven to the market at the railhead. So many cattle 
took a good crew. If it came to @ shooting fray or war 
of extermination, the closer the cattle were to Dodge 
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City, the better. With cattle selling as they were at the 
rail shipping centers on the Kansas plains, the Rojas 
family fortune could be reestablished—if the cattle 
could be rightfully restored to them by trail’s end on 
the Arkansas. 

So Herb decided on a waiting game. Day after day, 
watching for a chance to free the hostages, yet content 
to watch and wait, he dogged the Avila drive, He never 
found a chance to work a rescue—Avila was a wily 
planner. Yet Avila was getting the Rojas cattle to 
market. 

Herb crossed both forks of the Canadian on the 
heels of the drive. He followed through the gypsum 
reaks of the Cimaxron, Then he ran into another com. 
plicating factor. Indian signs showed. Bands of Osage, 
pulled in by flashing mirrors and single smoke sig- 
nals of scouts, were beginning to converge about the 
trail herd ahead; and toward mid-aftemoon the day 
before the Cimarron crossing, over a slight rise to the 
left, perhaps a mile distant, raved a party of about a 
dozen Osage braves, quitting their ponies straight 
across the prairie toward Herb. 


Since seeing increasing Indian signs as he had ap- 
proached the Cimarron, Herb had, plains fashion, 
kept an eye out for a good stand in case he should be 
jumped like this, There was one such place he had 
passed neatly a mile to the rear, He turned the roan 
gelding he straddled about and, leading the mustang, 
hegan at a good ground rate, but not running, to re- 
tum to it 

Various old Indian fighters had told him about this 
way of warfare out on the prairie when he was buf: 
falo-thide hunting, Above all, the old-timers said, do 
not let the redskins stampede you. If a man stampeded, 
he was sure to end with his hair lifted, the stories about 
the campfire ran. 

Seeing Hexb tum back, the Osage bucks began to 
whoop it up, waving their red-painted Iances, musk- 
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ets and bows, while still quixting their summer-fat 
ponies at an angle to cut him off. 

Herb just kept on backetrailing to the level place 
in the rear ke sought. Soon he was there, Dismounting. 
rapidly, he ignored the approaching attackers, drop- 
ping the mustang to the earth and tying her feet tow 
gether. Then he got down from the roan he rode and. 
tied her feet, placing the two horses nose to nose, one 
on either side of him, making a living horse barricade 
all about himself. He sat in this rifle pit, cradling the 
Sharps buffalo “big fifty” from his saddle boot. 

He felt in as safe a position as possible under the 
circumstance. There were no timbers, rocks, holes or 
cover for any enemy within rifle shot on the plains 
there was no ravine, draw, or break where a hostile 
could oreep near enough to fire a weapon at him, 

‘The Osage who wore sweeping fanwise toward him 
realized this, for at about three hundred yards, out of 
rifle range, they pulled their war ponies to a halt, then 
gathered them into a huddle, discussing strategy. 

If they got Herb, they would have one scalp and 
two horses, presuming both horses survived an attack 
or siege. But by the time they got Herb’s scalp, he 
would undoubtedly haye emptied his rifle into them. 
If they found too late Herb was an expert shot, he 
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would be a costly scalp to secure. 

‘The braves sat talking, angry and excited, watching 
Herb casually awaiting them, They were tall wartiors, 
like most Osage, riding the usual Indian short etirrups. 
‘Their hair was a roached crest from top to neck, One 
uck strode a white horse on whose flank was painted 
a red hand. This same man, obviously the leader, had 
silver earrings with smaller silver omaments in his 
upper ears that glinted in the hot mid-afternoon sum- 
mer sun. 

‘All the attackers wore only breech clouts and moc- 
casins, and the oil on their bodies made them glisten 
like vanished copper statues. The tanned buffalo- 
hide shields were decorated skillfully and moved with 
their gestures. Lanees and guns and bows were shaken 
as the dozen wartalked, discussing their quarry. 

For a short time, when they wheeled and came back, 
Herb thought they might tun around and ride away; 
but then he saw they were going to try him, Maybe the 
day had been monotonous for them. He would relieve 
their boredom, at least, 

‘When the first retreating rider got hack about six 
hundved yards, he turned and began to race his war 
pony toward Herb, swinging his quirt savagely. Be- 
hind this warrior swung a second buck, a third, a fourth 
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—soon all twelve were charging in a single file at the 
white man, 

As the leading warrior got about two hundred and 
fifty yards from Herb, he raised the Sharps and began 
to shoot at him, Immediately the Indian went onto the 
far side of his pony, sweeping the animal around in a 
circle, going back to where he had started. As the see- 
ond, third, and following bucks came near rifle range, 
they all followed suit. They did not circle Herb nor 
attempt to do so, but their charge in itself formed an 
oblong circle, 

Back about six hundred yards, the leader of the 
charge stopped, and the others soon grouped about 
him, Herb remained seated, resting the Sharps on his 
lap. If the Osage had wondered if he would fight—or 
stampede—they knew now. But they were not satisfied, 
They broke from the huddle again, 

Another charge began, but got no closer, careening 
about when Herh raised the buffalo gun, Again the 
warriors cireled, again stopped hack about the same 
distance as before, never going around him. While 
normally Herb was not much of a smoker, he took the 
occasion to show his nonchalanee by rolling and light- 
ing a cigarette. He puffed smoke calmly for their 
benefit. 
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‘That did it—the bravado, They whooped and started 
another single line charge, still tuning northeast of 
Herb when without even removing the dangling clga- 
rette, he raised the .50 caliber gun to fire at them, 
He had not squeezed a shot yet. Neither had theys for 
of course at that distance, Iance and bow and arrow 
were useless as an attack weapon, as were their rifles. 
But the Sharps, in expert hands, was not, 

‘The sun was warm, and ent off from any breeze by 
the bodies of the warm horses; Herb's legs in chaps 
under him made sweat trickle from his forehead. But 
he figured to take the bandanna from his neck and 
wipe sweat would appear a sign of weakness, He did 
reach for his canteen and wet his mouth and throat 
with lukewarm water, wiping the back of his hand 
across his mouth as though with great satisfnetion. 

‘The white horse with the red hand was quitted into 
mother charge by the silyerdecorated leader, the oth- 
ers again coming Indian file, whipping their foam- 
flecked horses. Again they tumed back before the 
Sharps: but when they got at the far end of the oblong 
from Herb, instead of stopping, huddling, they went 
away, riding toward the rise over which they had eome 
at Heth originally. 

Herb sat there for an hour before moving, taking 
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the oceasion to chew his supper of jerky and sip some 
more water, Then, assured that he had been given up 
as not worth the cost, he untied the feet of the horses 
and helped them up, patting and caressing them and 
calling them gentle names, When he rode away, he did 
not follow after the wail herd under Sefior Avila. He 
awung in a big half-moon to the east, just in case the 
Osage bucks still might be eager for a set-to on their 
own terms. 

He crossed the Cimarron that night under cover of 
head of the Avila tail herd. He guessed 
that the trail from the Cimarron to Dodge City on the 
Arkansas would be covered by the herd in less than 
a week. He knew that, win or lose, he had to strike int 
that period. A plan had been forming in his mind for 
the past several days, It was simple but not foolproof. 
Tt was dangerous, but what was not? He felt it would 
work, because every day that he had observed the line 
of travel of the trail herd it had been the sume, with 
Avila and the gringo foreman leading, Ana and Do- 
mingo just behind, their fect roped under their horses, 
guarded by the guns of the black-clad vaquero. The 
left and right point riders guiding the lead steer ale 
ways trailed the Rojas brother and sister, Herb was 
counting on the fact that over the period of days since 
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Anas and Domingo’s thousand-head herd had been 
recaptured by Seiior Avila and Cookie killed, the 
original vigilance of the captors of the Rojas pair 
would have slackened. 

Concentrating on these things as he rode in the 
darkness alter crossing the Cimarron, he almost missed 
seeing ahead a large encampment of Osage, It was 
about an hour before dawn when he came on the 
wagon-chaped lodges near what, he guessed, would be 
the route of the Avila eattle drive, Cold prickles ran 
from his shoulder blades down his hack. These Indians 
were camped across the trail, and their purpose was 
to levy toll on the fat Mexican, or on any trail herd, 
for that matter. Much as Herb was in favor of that, he 
could imagine the conflict that would ensue if the tall 
Osage, dissatisfied with the toll paid, waged war on 
the oncoming group, with the Rojas captives in ad- 
vance. Either Ana or Domingo, or both, could be 
killed, unable even to fight back, with their feet tied 
under their horses, their hands unarmed, 

Pulling from the near Osage camp, thankful not 
coven a dog had roused to give waming, Herb quietly 
walked his horses west. Shortly afterward, as a 
ghostly dawn broke, he began to search for a place to 
hole up and sleep a bit. 
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But instead of finding a hide-out, it seemed at first 
that he only rode into another danger, one he had 
never expected to face, It was southwest of him, a 
running buffalo herd stretching from the Cimarron 
north, black backs moving like a roiling, agitated car 
pet on the earth, Even when he had quit buffalo-hide 
hunting, the buffalo herds had been thinning; and 
while some said at the present rate of slaughter they 
would be exterminated in less than half a decade, 
other people laughed at the idea, declaring there were 
enough buflalo to be slaughtered for gonerations. The 
Indians themselves knew the answer better than any- 
hody: they were finding living precarious with the 
buffalo herds, their commissary, decimated or wiped 
out. 

Dodge City, just north on the Arkansas, for years a 
terminus of buffalo hunters, knew this situation better 
than any other white area, Tt would have been a ghost 
city, with most of the hide-hunters giving up, not find- 
ing it worthwhile to face sayage, aroused Indians to 
gather the few hides they could, at a dollar apiece, had 
not the railroad head moved in to town, creating a cat 
debuying center for all the multitudinous Iongshoms 
untouched during the Civil War and first years of 
Reconstruction. 
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Yet here Herb saw @ great buffalo herd running 
north, 

Watching the bobbing black flood, one of the few 
great herds still left, coming at him, Herb was not 
frightened; but he was inspired. He did not intend to 
make a stand and kill buffalo again for hides with 
the Shanps in his saddle boot, which had done its share 
of killing, Besides, he had no skinners, no wagon. He 
was forever out of the buffalo hide business, he hoped. 

What Herb saw in the running herd was a chance to 
divert the Osage from the trail of the Avila cattle herd. 
All he had to do was split this herd and turn a part 
of it to the east, If the buffalo could not be made to 
plunge through the Osage encampment, still the com: 
ing of the herd would take every buck off the warpath 
and convert him to his second most important oceupa- 
tion in life, that of hunter, The squaws, even the chil- 
dren, would be skinning, stretching, scraping hides, 
cutting tongues, pounding meat for the ensuing winter. 

Kicking the mustang he was riding to a run, jerking 
slong the roan, Herb raced to the west, hoping to find 
asafe stand. Maybe he could divest or split the buffalo 
herd thundering steadily northward, send buffalo east 
or northeast across the cattle trail. By the time the 
trail drive herd arrived on the Western Trail, Hetb 
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believed, the buffalo would have been shot at by the 
Osage until they moved on. 

‘As Herb swung ahead of the buffalo herd, hhe reale 
ized the danger of the ride he was making, If his horse 
hit one of the numerous prairie dog holes of the area, 
and he was thrown, the herd would not stop. Men had 
split the herds by rifle fires others, he had heard, had 
even left gored horses and ridden wild buffaloes till 
able to escape. But a downed man usually was doomed, 

Several hillocks to the northwest began to take 
shape. Herb rode toward them. From the south side 
of the hillocks there was one that rose like a small bluff 
and one the herd would have to go around. Herb picked 
this ono; rounding it, he picketed the horses on the 
north side and, sliding the Sharps from its boot, 
climbed the hillock. 

When he looked south, it seemed nothing could 
stop or divert the tossing, oncoming mass. Taking the 
ramrod and using it for a gun rest, Herb fired sat the 
nearest of the leading bulls. Sliding open the breech 
and shoving in a fresh paper cartridge, he began a 
deadly, quick firing. 

Buffalo began to pile up before the hillock he stood 
on, and the herd began to strain away, split apart 
around the downed buffalo bodies; and one herd see- 
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tion shifted to the northeast! 

Finally, when the split of the herd was complete, 
Herb quit firing, For the first time he noticed how hot 
the Sharps was. With his neckerchief he rubbed pow 
dersmoke und sweat from his face. Then he looked to 
the north of his hillock to see how his horses had 
shifted for themselves. 

‘Then, and only then, did he see the gored roan 
gelding. Somehow it had shifted too far from the pro- 
tection of the hillock into the path of the split herd; 
and some red-eyed bull had slashed it in passing. 
Sadly, tears blurring his eyes, Herb fired the cartridge 
in the Sharps into the brain of the roan. 

‘After cleaning the gun and reloading, he mounted 
the still trembling mustang, the only horse he had left, 
and rode slowly on the trail of the buffalo segment he 
had shunted toward the Osage camp. 

He had been right when he had assumed the Osage 
ould buffalo-hunt if the herd were sighted close, As 
soon as he glimpsed Osage on their hunting ponies 
flanking the buffalo herd, he turned into a draw and 
fell into a tired sleep, the mustang hobbled, and her 
lead rope tied to his waist, just in case of trouble. 

He woke toward midday very little refreshed, due to 
the heats but at least he was not sleepy. 
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Later, as he scouted the Avila cattle herd, he saw it 
passing the Osage encampment. The Mexican Avila, 
knowing when he was well off, had salved the palms of 
the few Osage in camp by leaving several lame or weak 
Ionghorns for toll; and both Osage, pleased with this 
addition to their buffalo, and Avila, miserly but caus 
tious enough to give this token toll, were happy. Heth 
wondered what Sefor Avila planned to do with all the 
money he received from cattle he was stealing, The 
Mexican could not take the money with him—or didn’t 
he know? 

Sourly, Herb rode in another half-cirele to get a look 
at the region ahead of the caitle drive. Once some dis- 
tance ahead, he was going to look not for a buffalo 
stand, but fora stand he could use against Sefor Avila 
and his leading gunmen, presuming the order of trayel 
of the drive was the same as usual. 

Maybe he would got the guns of Avila’s drive, 
Maybe they would get him, But, Herb assured himself, 
the trail herders would know finally that he was 
around, doing the best he could to free Ana and her 
brother. 
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He scouted out « drew that opened onto the trail 
It seemed made to order for what he planned, The 
trail herd would arrive opposite its mouth perhaps an 
hour before settling down for the night, as he figured 
the rate of the cattle herd’s progress. 

‘The floor of the draw was open and innocent-look- 
ing, From the floor, staggered up the north draw wall, 
boulders rose skyward before the red, slashed earth, 
These boulders could serve as breastworks; a oamou- 

flage of his true hiding place for a minute or two, all 
the time he expected to have before fire would be 
tured on him, 

So that the whicker of his mustang mare would not 
give him away, he left her in the far east end of the 
draw, hobbled and picketed, with a rawhide holding 
her, gegged. He hid himself by squatting in the boul- 
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ders ascending the north wall at the mouth of the 
drav. He waited patiently, parting the leaves of a plum 
tee which was there to look through for the artival of 
the herd. 

For the fight he had his one Colt, the Sharps and 
one knife. For once in his life he wished he carried 
two six-guns, As he broiled there in the rocks that 
bumed at a touch, he sweated till all his clothing 
seemed wet, sticking to him. The sun, getting lower 
in the west, eventually gave him some shade; but the 
boulders remained basically hot in the summer sun. 

It seemed a long, long time till he heard the bawl- 
ing from the many hot, thirsty cattle coming noxth- 
west. He wiped the palm of his right hand on his 
denims to remove the sweat, but did not get any help. 
He had whirled the cylinder of the Colt before and 
checked the cartridges. But down on the ground, Jean- 
ing almost against his log, was the Sharps, 

‘The first riders to show, just as he had hoped, were 
Seftor Avila and the gringo foreman. They rode in 
six-gun range unsuspeetingly. After passing the Osage 
camp so easily and so cheaply, Sefior Avila rode con- 
fidently. Even his leg wound seemed forgotten. If the 
Mexican leader’s eyes gave the draw more than a 
passing glance, Herb did not seo it, Herb's fingers 
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curved to drop him first, but halted; he could not do 
that when beiter gunmen rode at the point with the 
boss. 

On the far side of Sefior Avila was the gringo fore- 
man, His shirt was dust-covered, too, and great patches 
of sweat showed far down under his arms, His big 
hat was pushed back, and he seemed to be looking 
ahead, as if hoping there was plenty of water for the 
cattle at the creek stop an hour ahead, Herb hated to 
Aull the foreman; but he figured that after the first gun 
cracked the foreman would have both guns out—and 
fast. And they would be searching for Herb amid the 
boulders. 

‘Ana and Domingo were also dusteovered and 
sweaty. Ana drooped in her saddle, but not Domingo. 
While she looked tixed and dejected, Domingo looked 
determined, and his chin seemed to be jutting and 
more set than when Herb had first met him, 

Both captives rode with their feet tied under the 
hiellies of their mounts, They were unarmed. 

Herh’s breath exhaled then, as he saw that his luck 
was still good, Behind the Rojas brother and sister, 
srrogant, smiling sardonically, his eyes roving like 
an eagle looking for his prey, rode the bleck-gunned, 
black-garbed vaquero guarding the pair, Yet he, too, 
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gave the draw on whose north wall Herb was hidden 

only a single swift glance, plainly not seeing him or 
‘even suspecting anyone like him was there, Herb 
thrust his Colt out past the plum tree leaves, thumbed 
back the hammer and squeezed the trigger. 

‘The vaquero gunman was a natural fighter. Though 
Herb’s slug nearly slapped him out of the saddle, both 
of his hands snaked out guns, even after he had been 
shot. Herb had to put a second bullet in the black- 
garbed gunman before the shot man relaxed, dropping 
from the saddle. Yet ono of his guns went off in the 
dust of the prairie trail even as he died, showing his 
professional, trained gun sense, 

When Herb switched his glance to Sefior Avila, 
the trail drive head was frozen, Avila’s hands, drawn 
back on the reins, were halting his mustang, as if by 
stopping rather than going forward he could remain 
alive, 

The gringo foreman, as Herb had reckoned, now 
showed he was socond most deadly of the gun wielders. 
Since Avila had stopped his mount, the foreman, whose 
horse had kept walking forward unchecked, had seen 
where Herb’s second shot had come from. The fore- 
man’s gun holster leather was not cut low in front 
for nothing. Not figuring he had time to turn his horse 
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to face his target, the foreman twisted himself in the 
saddle, and both of his guns fired at Herb as Herb’s 
third shot struck him. 

‘The foreman’s bullets, both, it seemed, almost si- 
multancous, struck against the boulder top behind 
which Herb crouched, glancing off with a deafening 
ricochet into the reddish, naked earth of the draw 
behind. 

Reeling in his saddle, his aim ruined, the foreman 
quit squeezing triggers momentarily; then, by shear 
‘will power, still twisted in the saddle, he raised both 
guns again, fighting to steady them, Like the yaquero 
gunmen, his mechanical, gun-muscular reflexes were 
created by long practice, Herb had to send another, 
his fourth shot, into the foreman. Maybe the foreman 
did not need it; for he seemed to crumble even as he 
was hit. Slowly he slid to earth, His horse went run- 
ning forward, seared. 

So far Herb had spent two more bullets than should 
have eon necessary, but he had to play it that way. 
With two live shells in the chambers, he tumed the 
Colt on Sefior Avila. 

But Avila, always wily, was already dismounting 
on the far side of his horse, using it for a shicld, 
screaming as he did so to his point riders: “Take the 
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Yankee! Kill him!” He guessed Herb’s identity. Then 
he remembered he was a mans and he drew his gun, 
shoving it over the horse's flanks, He pulled a shot at 
Herb, but the Mexican aimed so poorly the slug only 
plowed wildly into the red ground in back of Herb. 
Avila fired again, his shot steadier, but still not dan- 
gerous. He still kept yelling to his point men, 

The screams of Avila to the left and right point 
riders, long used to his orders, brought them hurriedly 
spurring up, both starting to draw, but, oh! so slowly 
after the style of the Mexican gunman and the gringo 
foreman. Both had spotted Herb now behind the boul- 
ders and the light-branched plum. 

The right point vaquero, spurring forward, ap- 
peared the more deadly, as he was nearer; the left one, 
trying to pass the restless lead steer, now boxed in 
behind Ana and Domingo, was momentarily. stale- 
mated. 

The right point man fired both guns; one shot 
knocked Herb’s hat off, and the other clipped plum 
tree twigs, 

Herb shot him, hitting him only in the shoulder, 
hut the poor fellow seemed to think he was dead at 
onee, He dropped his guns and gave a high shriek, 
like a woman in terror, Actually, Herb never saw him 
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again, for his horse, panicstricken, ran away, carry 
ing him. 

Now the left point rider had forced his horse in 
front of the lead steer, shoving Ana's horse forward. 
Herb shot, not letting the vaquero get either gun off. 
‘The vaquero had an open mouth as he pitched forward 
in his saddle, never making a sound. 

Realizing he was now «lone, at least temporarily, 
to face Herb, Seftor Avila steadied his gun over the 
horse and fired; but either his horse moved, or he 
aimed at the place where Herb had just jumped from 
hack of the boulders, In any case, he missed Herb 
widely. 

Holstering his empty Colt and catching up his 
Sharps in his right hand, Herb slid down the side of 
the draw into the grass of the draw floor. 

‘Then Avila went slightly mad. “You Yankee! You'll 
not get Seftorita Rojas! I'll kill her first!” He turned 
to fulfill his threat, 

But the eurprise-stunned Domingo had had time to 
recover, and this threat of Avila galvanized him into 
action, He drove his horse forward between the Mexi- 
can cattleman rustler and the pale Ana. 

Frustrated, Avila screamed, but did not shoot Do- 
mingo, perhaps because he was Ana’s brother, Instead, 
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pushing ahead till he was no longer sheltered by the 
body of his horse, he again whirled toward Herb, 
raising his gun, Avila’s eyes were erazed till Herb 
stumbled over an unseen rock, dropping his Sharps 
to maintain his balance. 

“Now!” Avila squealed, his gun flaming, 

Herb’s left leg was jerked from under him by the 
report. He fell, sprawling. Avila squeezed the trigger 
again, aiming at the American—but the hammer fell 
on a dead cartridge. 

Herb slid his knife from its sheath with numb 
fingers and threw it as far as possible from where he 
lay. It revolved slowly once, but the point that seemed 
‘as though it would plunge deep into Avila’s broad 
chest only grazed the Mexican’s shoulder, drawing a 
hysterical ery. 

‘As Herb began to arise lamely, and Domingo yelled 
encouragement, the fat man, his glances darting here 
and there, scuttled for his horse, climbed in the sad- 
dle and went spurring madly up the trail. 

After a brief instant of silence there at the head of 
the trail herd, above the bawling of the thirsty cattle 
there sounded shouts and running horses as the flank 
riders spurred forward to see the cause of the gun- 
fire and perhaps help out. Ignoring the Sharps on the 


RED RIVER MAVERICK 201 
earth behind him, Herb stood up, putting most of his 
weight on his right leg, slid out his empty Colt, hastily 
refilled the chambers, then whirled the cylinder. 

Looking up, he saw Ana, bent forward on her 
horse, erying, whether from joy or sorrow he never 
knew. He realized then for the first time she had never 
een so close to a killing. He stooped, picked up his 
knife from the ground, hobbled to Domingo’s horse, 
since he was nearer, and reached underneath cutting 
the rawhide holding him tied there, Domingo dis- 
mounted and reached in the grass and dust for the 
two guns of the black-clad vaquero. 

Without speaking, Herb continued to stumble on, 
and eut the thongs binding Ana’s feet under her pony. 
She half-fell, half-slid from the saddle into his arms, 

Domingo, groping on the earth for even more guns, 
ot those of the gringo foreman successfully, straight- 
‘ened up, moving fast, and came to the two with ex- 
ultation. 

Dospite the situation, Herb was kissing Ana. 

Domingo, more sensible than either of the others, 
cried: “Here! There's no time for love now! Ana, 
take two of these guns! There are other yaqueros 
coming!” 

“Heerb’s leg!” oried Ana. 
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Nevertheless, she and Herb broke apart, and she 
took two guns. The three of them backed slowly tor 
ward the boulders of the draw where Herb had started 
the rescue, Herb was in the middle, Ana on one side, 
Domingo on the other, as they wordlessly fanned out. 
Domingo and Ana each held two guns; Herb, only 
one, 

Coming from both sides of the herd, the galloping 
hooves converged on them. 

“Alta! Stop!” cried Domingo loudly. Then: “Come 
forward slowly! Poco a poco!” 

The riders, five of them, slowed their horses and 
‘walked them cautiously, their eyes startled as they saw 
the bodies, Not a hand was near a gun, 

Domingo cried sternly: “You men have been work- 
ing for a perro, a rustling dog, He is gone. His friends 
here are dead, These cattle are mine—and my sister’s. 
Some of you surely know that; thoy were rustled. You 
can die like these dogs, Or you can stay on and work 
for the Rojas brand—my sister and I. We would wel- 
come you as honest men—or we can kill. you.” Do- 
mingo asked slowly: “What will it be?” 

‘A short vaquero wet his lips, “I will work for you, 
Seftor Rojas.” 

“$i,” agreed a second, 
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‘The three others nodded agreement. 

One asked: “You will pay us for all the time since 
leaving the Brazos?” 

“$f,” said Domingo. “You have been driving Rojas 
cattle, have you not? You will be paid for all the 
time.” 

‘The five looked at each other, trying to ignore the 
bodies. They were more vaqueros than gunmen, Herb 
saw. They nodded almost together. “We work,” one 
suid aloud for all. 

“Tyo of you,” Herb interposed—“you and you”— 
pointing to the two who looked to have the strongest 
stomachs—drag these bodies to one side, get a shovel 
from the chuck wagon and bury them.” 

“St, si” 

“Tell the others what I said!” Domingo ordered the 
three starting back along the herd. 

“Si. We will.” 

The two selected gravediggers dismounted and 
hogan their first chore for the Rojas brand. 

Heub sat down and began gingerly to tug off his 
left boot, « very painful proceeding. 

‘Ana knelt before him immediately, helping. with 
the boot, sock, and pulling up the denim. 

Herb sighed, seeing the clean hole in the pale flesh. 
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“Pm lucky.” 

‘Ana ordered Domingo, “Take the cattle on ahead. 
T’'m going to bandage Herb’s leg.” 

Domingo, walking back to his horse and mounting, 
cried, “Come on, vaqueros. We've got cattle to move.” 

Herb laughed. “You'll make a cattleman, 
Domingo.” 

“Right, partner.” Domingo spurred forwand. 

Ana moved close, caught Hexb’s hand. “You'll be 
a partner, though?” She squeezed his hand. “No- 
hody'll rustle us bankrupt with you around, Herb.” 

“Sure—if the sefforita goes with the bargain.” 


Domingo and Ana seemed to feel that the three of 
them were done with Seftor Avila, But Herb suspected 
that as long as Avila lived he would carry the mem- 
ory of this defeat in his heart. Herb believed Avila 


was still in love with Ana, and Herb actually expected 
the Mexican to appear before their trail drive entered 
the environs of Dodge City. Herb thought pethaps 
would be bringing several hard, hawk-faced 
civilians on whose chests glinted stars; or perhaps he 
would arrive with a party of blue-uniformed soldiers 
from Ft, Dodge under a second lieutenant, dupes of 
the adept schemer, Herb felt that Avila would regain 
his confidence, With army troopers or gun-toting peace 
officers serying papers at his beck, the fat Mexican 
could bestride his mustang with courage. 

When Herb saw riders coming toward the trail herd 
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across the prairie from distant Dodge City, he thought 
it was Avila and his dupes; but when they neared, he 
saw the visitors were only cattle buyers. 

Behind the oncoming buyers was the town itself, 
sprawling, looking big with its clapboard buildings, 
false fronts, shanties and tents—civilization after the 
Jack of habitations on the plains. A railroad locomo- 
tive puffed beside loading chutes, Cattle seemed to en- 
gulf the prairie to the very buildings of the town itself. 
A small pile of buffalo hides near the tracks showed 
hide hunters were finding the decimated last remnants 
of the south herd of buffalo to kill. 

Ana, Domingo and Herb were together at points 
and the Rojases drew nearer Herb, waiting for him to 
dicker with the flashy, city-dressed buyers. 

‘The buyers stopped their horses close and studied 
Herb and the quiet Rojas brother and sistor. As some 
talked, other buyers scouted the cattle being held be- 
hind the point riders, The buyers were eager for cat- 
tle, despite the herds awaiting shipment, The demand 
was strong, Herb sold shortly for a good price to a 
firm that was as old and reputable as any in this fairly 
new business. 

In no time, then, the cattle were moving forward 
again, delivered, the money handed to the new part- 
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ners—and banked. 

‘Tired and yet elated as sunset flared, Ana, Domingo, 
and Herb sat in the hotel dining room, talking little, 
just looking at the sights, listening to the whiskey 
whoops on the street, studying those about them. Ana 
had a bundle from a store on the floor by her chair, 
which she blushingly told the two men was a dress. 
She was aiming to discard her man's clothes maitana, 
In the lamplight after eating, savoring the life eddy 
ing about them, the tinkling of knives and forks and 
dishes, they all felt rich—and successful. Herb’s wor- 
ries ahout Serior Avila were forgotten at the moment. 
‘The end-of-the-drive tiredness sont them to their rooms, 
however; Ana to hers: Domingo and Herb to another. 

Herb, exhausted, his wound itching, healing, slept 
as one drugged, Domingo rose first in the dawn, and 
Herb, with no work ¢o be done, only turned over in 
bed and went to sleep again. Tt was a panic-stricken 
Domingo, bursting into the room shortly, shaking him, 
who gave him the bad news. 

“Ana’s gone! Avila has her!” Domingo was near 
tears. 

Herb was awake instantly, taut, “No! How ean you 
be sure!” 

“[ was warned by a vaquero! I checked Ana’s room! 
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It’s empty. Avila got most of his old hands together, 
the ones we just paid! The dogs! ‘They are from his 
hacienda; some have families there. He's taken Ana 
south, his renegades with him!” 

Herb began to dress mechanically, giving his wound 
little attention, “When?” 

“Sometime in the night, Herb!” 

“They're ahead of us then!” 

“Sil 

Herb was buckling his gunbelt with one hand and 
picking up the Sharps with the other as he started out 
the hotel room door, At his heels, Domingo, armed 
with « two-gun belt and carrying a Winchester, fol- 
lowed, silent now. The two clattered in their hurry, 
going down the stairway to the hotel dining room, 
‘Not pausing there, Herb went back to the kitchen and 
got a neryous cook to pack them food to carry. 

From the hotel, the two hurried to the livery stable, 
Herb refusing to favor his game leg. They soon went 
riding out from there, each of them leading an extra 
horse—ten-dollar eayuses they had been forced to pay 
twonty dollars each for. They could not pause to dicker 
or look around for cheaper extra horses. 

‘The two crossed the Arkansas, each leading his 
extra mount, and found the Avila party's trail with 
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no trouble. The fat Mexican had about seven vaqueros 
back with him, Herb reckoned, studying the tracks. 
Herb guessed all would be armed. And the party 
ahead was riding fast! 

Domingo and Herb started riding hard, too. The 
prairie was dry, and Herb hoped eventually to see a 
dust cloud ahead. But the wily Avila outwitted his 
pursuers in the first move, Domingo and Herb were 
directly on the trail, at some distance from @ clump 
of cottonwood on the side of a hill, when a rifle shot 
caused Domingo to reel in the saddle, while another 
sang near Herb. 

Immediately, Herb pulled up the cayuse he was 
riding, slid stifly from the saddle and went limping 
to help the wounded Domingo, who was already eas- 
ing onto the ground, The horses were between the 
riflemen and the two pursuers. Feeling safe, Herb 
ordered Domingo to sit on the ground and pulled off 
the bloodstained shirt. Two more shots came. Both of 
the saddled horses, good targets standing there, fell; 
and Herb sprang up, looking about. Seeing a gully, 
indicating it, he eried, “Snake in there!” He went 


sprinting as well as he could with his leg, to save the 
tivo led horses, his mustang, and one of Avila’s rus 
tlers’ mounts. 
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Herb caught his mare, cutting its lead rope still 
ticd to his dead cayuse, and pulled the mare along 
with him, But before he got to Domingo’s remaining 
horse, a bullet erashed into its brain, and it went down. 
Ashe hurried along, a rifle slug plowed the dist behind 
him, Turning, Herb led the mustang toward the gully 
where Domingo had crawled; he went into it, too, 
hauling along the mustang. 

Again, Herb bent over Domingo. Ana’s brother 
‘was sweating now from his wound and the exertion, 
and blood trickled down his right side, After sceing 
the wound, Herb crawled from the gully, wriggled to 
the saddlebags on his dead mount, hastily unstrapped 
them, pulled the Sharps free and, despite the load, 
snaked back into the gully. As he slid in it, one more 
futile slug plowed dust to one side on the gully edge, 
but Herb was untouched; only angry. 

“There's mo slug,” Herb said, “You're lucky.” 

“Huh? Even my horses are both gone.” 

“You'll have to stay here unless you want to take 
my horse back to Dodge City.” Herb began bandaging 
with salve and linen from the saddlebags, 

“Well, cowboy, I'll stay.” Domingo grimaced, try- 
ing to hold his right arm up for the bandage, “You'll 
need the horse to get Ana. ‘The dirty dogs! Shooting 
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horses, too.” 

Herb heard a distant horse whicker and, looking 
over the gully, saw two mounted vaqueros break from 
the cottonwood, spurring into a run, He grabbed up 
the Sharps and leaned against the naked earth of the 
gully side, Carefully, he sighted the most distant va- 
quero, and fired, The .50 caliber slammed its victim 
off his running horse. Hastily Herb reloaded and 
sought to get the bead on the lone vaquero left. The 
Mexican bent low over his racing horse, scared now 
his companion was downed, Herb got him in the sights 
and knocked his horse down with him, 

“Both?” asked Domingo eagerly. 

“Yes, both. Guess that was all.” 

“I feel better.” 

Herb walked to Domingo’s dead horse, took off the 
bridle, saddle, saddlebags and the Winchester in its 
boot and brought them to the gully. “Want to wait 
here, or in the cottonwoods where they were hiding?” 

[1 stay here, Tl lie under these bushes. Its 
shady enough. You'll not be long.” 

“I hope not,” Herb said grimly. “IIL be quick as 
Tan, We're not too far behind.” 

“Get going then,” Domingo said, “L'll be fine.” As 
an afterthought, he asked: “Think they’re about five 
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left with Avila?” 

“T'd_guess that now.” 

Limping only a trifle, Herb shifted his saddle from 
the dead cayuse to the mustang. Before he climbed 
aboard, he gave Domingo his own canteen to add to 
the one he already had. “You'll likely get feverish,” 
Herb admitted. “I'll get along, so I can got back.” 

“Hurry,” Domingo answered, trying to smile. 

Herb spurred the mustang mare ahead on the fresh 
trail going south, ‘The wounding of Domingo, the kill- 
ing of the three horses, the bandaging and the deaths 
of the two bushwhackers had taken only minutes. 

Herb should have been forewarned by the two bush- 
whackers to expect something further from Seffor 
Avila’s fertile brain, But Herb did not expect what 
he ran into. 

Just past a level prairie stretch devoid of rocks and 
gullies, where the trail entered a valley with wooded 
sides, Herb reined in the mustang and sat looking 
ahead. He guessed this valley would be a good place 
for another Avila bushwhacker or two. 

He tumed the mustang, intending to by-pass the 
valley and strike the trail ahead. All of a sudden, a 
yell broke out. Someone in the valley, seeing Herb 
did not intend to come through, called to the others. 
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‘The valley ambush changed to a charge from the 
wooded sides directed against the lone pursuer. 

‘Avila rode out, first for once, spurting from the 
western wooded hillside, two yaqueros with him, The 
Mexican leader was yelling, and across the narrow 
valley three other vaqueros pressed their horses from 
cover. Ana, of course, Herb did not see. She was 
probably there, but hidden, 

‘The five vaqueros, brandishing weapons in one 
hand like Indians, and Avila, with a rifle, too, charged 
ack toward Herb; the second hand of each of the rid- 
ers quitted his horse. ‘The Mexicans charged Herb 
boldly; he guessed their six to one numbers gave 
them courage. 

He wheeled the mustang around on her haunches, 
heading for the center of the level prairie he had just 
crossed. 

In spite of the Jong range, some one of the va- 
queros or Avila opened with a rifle, but no shots came 
close. 

Somehow Herb felt relieved rather than worried: 
Now he was up with them, If he could handle this at- 
tack, all that was left was to free Ana. 

‘The mustang, moving at a good pace, was almost 
to the center of the level stretch of prairie when, step- 
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ping into a prairie dog hole, she stumbled and went 
down, head first! 

Herb kicked the stirrups free just in time and landed 
on his feet, half running, half stumbling. Regaining 
his balance, he tumed to where the mare behind him, 
whickering in pain, was trying to stand. 

Fanned out behind him, the Mexican pursuers let 
out shouts. 

Disregarding his attackers, Herb looked at the 
mare's right foreleg, walked to her and freed the 
Sharps from its boot; without even taking time to be 
sorry for the faithful mare, he sent a careful shot into 
her brain, The mare dropped as if pole-axed. With 
her broken foreleg, death was the mustang’s only 
possible fate. 

Quickly, Herb yanked the warm body of the mus- 
tang into a near fortification and threw himself down 
in the cover, Putting a fresh paper cartridge in the 
breech of the Sharps, he awaited his pursuers. 

‘The vaqueros were racing nearer, Seftor Avila 
trailing the five of them cautiously, Resting the 
Sharps on the faithful mare’s corpse, Herb raised it, 
sighted the front vaquero and fired. 

‘The vaquero threw out his arms at the shock of the 
buffalo slug and went back off his horse. 
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All the charging Mexican riders, including Avila, 
stopped then. In the few seconds they milled and 
reined in, Herb reloaded the big fifty; unable to see 
‘Avila at the back of the others, Herb sighted another 
target and fired. 

‘As the second yaquero went down, Avila began to 
yell; and the three riders Jeft with him pulled their 
horses back out of range and, dismounting, began on 
foot to cizcle Herb. 


18, 


‘The sun of mid-aftemoon beat down hotly as the 
four Mexicans—three vaqueros and Avile—crept 
around Herb, From the protection of the horse's 
body, Herh kept watching, hoping one would sneak 
close enough, give himself away by rustling grass; 
Herb then could reduce the odds still further. But the 
realization that two were dead made the men ubout 
Herb cautious and wary, and they stayed far out. 
Herb sweated and wished he had some water, but 
did not regret having left his own canteen with Do- 
mingo, in view of the youth's wounded condition. 
Herb only wished his attackers would push closer. 
But as the sun moved slowly to the west, he realized 
they were intent only on keeping him pinned down. 
Avila, seeing how Herb was entting down his men, 
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evidently had given the word to wait ‘ill darkness. 
Herb supposed the Mexican leader then expected to 
close in with his remaining followers and see an end 
to Herb at night time when the attackers could not be 
ly detected. 

With the beginning of twilight and its shadows, Herb 
hogan to feel safe to go into the saddlebags to bring 
‘out some food left from that secured in the hotel 
kitchen in the morning, With the body of the mustang 
drawing, flies, Herb admitted to himself, he was not 
Inmgry. But he wanted to eat some to keep his strength 
up, He masticated well before swallowing, knowing 
there was no water to drink, 

As the blackness settled quickly, keeping his eyes 
and ears alert, not intending to let himself be caught 
by the converging Mexicans, Herb drew off his boots 
and put on his moceasins, With night down fully, he 
loft the protection—and aroma of the poor, unlucky, 
but faithful mustang, and began to snake through the 
grass, 

Herb guessed Ana was in the valley to the south, 
somewhere on one of the wooded hillsides from which 
the Mexicans had ridden out to attack him originally, 
Seiior Avila knew Herb was there to free hers and, 
Herb guessed, Avila figured if Herb did not stay put, 
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he would try to go straight to her. So Herh began to 
snake north, in exactly the opposite direetion from 
the one in which Ana undoubtedly was. 

Before dark, Herb had had a general idea of the 
immediate location of each of the four Mexicans 
ringing him, Naturally, he caleulated to go between 
two of them. He guessed no one would dream he'd go 
inthe direction of Dodge City. They probably thought 
he would stay by the safety of the dead horse, So he 
wriggled north through the grass, stopping often to 
listen as he progressed. 

He finally heard one vaquero yards to one side of 
him, and from then on he used utmost caution, Finally 
he had traveled Indian fashion so far he felt safes 
and he stood up in the darkness, far north of where 
the four still guessed that he forted up. ‘The darkness 
about him was quiet, 

Then, in a wide circle, he began to swing around 
the area of the aftemoon combat, heading for the 
valley. 

‘As Herb finally entered the mouth of the valley, 
the moon shed little light, but he still poked through 
the trees of the hillside rather than remain in the clear, 
grassy middle of the valley, In short order he was 
glad that he had done so. 
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Stviding through the grass of the valley, passing 
Herb hidden by the trees, going south, was a bulky 
black figure. Just as the man was passing, he stopped, 
struck a light and held the flame to a cigar In the 
brief flicker of illumination, Herb positively identi- 
fied Seftor Avila, When Avila went ahead, Herb stole 
holdly from the sheltering trees and followed the 
Mexican, careful his moccasined feet should be un- 
heard. 

Herb saw Avila turn into the woods on the right— 
the west—and disappear. Herb poked forward cau- 
tiously, hesitantly, waiting to see what the Mexican 
was about, Then, hearing Avila breaking dry sticks, 
Herb knew what the other was doing. Soon Avila 
struck a light to the wood he had readied for a fire. 
As Avila started to make coffee, Herb poked forward, 
close, knowing the other was so occupied he would be 
less careful than hefore. 

The firelight rose and spread its illumination in the 
darks woods of the hillside. Herb saw Ana then, just as 
Avila asked, abjectly for a captor speaking to a eap- 
tive, “Cofleo, seiarita?” 

‘Ana was sitting on the earth, her wrists and ankles 
hound; she was also gagged. 

‘Ana nodded, and Avila rose from stooping over 


220 RED RIVER MAVERICK 
the fire and went to her and removed the cloth gag. 
‘Then he untied the rawhide from her hands. 

“Tam sorry you had to be uncomfortable, seitorita, 
But it is about over.” 

Herb could see Ana shudder where she sat. But 
‘Avila did not see this, for he had turned back to the 
campfire. The coffeepot began to boil, and Avila 
stepped from the fire to rummage in a near saddle- 
bag. 

“Will you eat, seftarita?” Avila asked hesitatingly. 

‘Ana said nothing. 

“You might as well reconcile yourself,” Avila went 
ahead smoothly, “I intend to have yon—with or with- 
out the bans. Wife or housekeeper, the choice is 
yours.” 

‘Ana raised her head and asked bitterly: “What has 
happened to my brother—to Sefior Sweeney?” 

“Domingo never showed. I'm afraid he took two 
vaqueros to death with him. Your Yankee will soon 
be dead—in the darkness.” 

‘Ang laughed, “You'll never get him in the night,” 
she said, “like you stole me from the hotel in Dodge 


Without answering, Sefior Avila brought her a tin 
cup of coffee, She hesitated, then took it when he 
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thrust it into her hand. 

‘A whistle from a man’s lips rose only yards behind 
Herb then; he started, would have tumed, but froze 
instead. 

In that brief span of time, Sefior Avila quickly 
faded into the darkness behind Ana, “Take him!” he 
cried, a jubilant yet vicious voice in the night. 

Herb cursed himself mentally for walking into 
another of the Mexican’s traps. Only this time, Avila 
did not have Joxge Cloud to down the vietim for 
him, ‘That relieved Herb. Also, the Mexicans behind 
Herb did not know exactly where he was. 

Herh slid his Colt into his right hand and crouched 
down on the balls of his feet, warily awaiting a move 
against himself, ‘The Sharps felt awkward, and he 
took it off and eased it on the ground. 

Herb heard them behind him then, closing in and 
coming toward the campfire, Yet, like Avila, the at- 
tuckers were not in the circle of lights they were in 
darkness. Only Ana was visible, the tin cup of cof- 
fee she had held now discarded on the ground by her. 

From where Herb crouched, he saw the first Mexi- 
can's form, outlined in the moon rays coming through 
the trees, ‘The man moved as if he expected Herb to 
be standing, Herb shot him instantly at almost point- 
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blank range; the vaquero, screaming, stumbled and 
went crashing down into the underbrush, 

Herb leaped once, twice, and ended still crouching 
in the darkness of the woods. 

Even as Herb moved, Avila fired at Herb’s gun 
flash, From his new position, Herb fired rapidly twice 
toward the spearhead of flame from Avila’s gun, and 
sprang, nearing Ana, then stopped again in the 
darkness, 

Avila, untouched, cried, “Kill the gringo!” 

Herb sent another shot—his fourth from the six- 
gun—toward the sound of Avila’s voice. 

Avila only laughed crazily. 

Brush crackled to Herb’s left, and, looking, Herb 
fired at a shape darker than the night and leaped 
away again, A scream sounded, followed by a noisy 
threshing in the brush. 

‘A Mexican called, “Sefior Avila, I’m helping my 
amigo away! You and I—we can’t fight this maverick!” 

There was a moment broken only by the sound of 
the unwounded vaquero picking up and taking his 
injured friend away through the trees. 

Avila went completely mad at the desertion. 
“Gringo, you'll never get Seforite Anal” 

Avila sprang into the firelight then, the gun in his 
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right hand replaced by a knife, 

‘Ana, giving up the attempt to untie her ankles, 
stretched out and began to roll sideways, over and 
over, to escape the madman coming at her. 

Herb fired the last bullet in the Colt, and Avila stag- 
gored—yet kept coming on toward Ana. Herb threw 
the emptied Colt at the crazed man, Even before his 
thrown, empty gun missed Avila, Herb slid his own 
knife out desperately. 

Wild, raging, Avila raised his knife, its blade 
glinting in the firelight, to plunge it into the girl's 
flesh so as to keep her from Herb. 

Herb threw his own knife at the broad chest of 
Avila. 

Herb’s knife struck with a sickening sound! A yell 
bursting from his lips, Avila dropped his vengeful 
steel. His hands reached forward to grasp the knife 
which was hilt deep in his bosom. He fell forward 
‘onto his face on the earth where Ana had been an 
instant before. 

Still now, looking at the sprawling body almost 
beside her, Ana whimpered softly. 

Herb, reaching down, picked up Avila’s knife and 
cut the shuddering girl’s feet free. 

She caught him in her arms then, crying. 
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It was some time before she regained her compo- 
sure enough to ask about Domingo, 

When Herb told her how he had had to leave the 
wounded Domingo in @ gully, she cried out, “Will 
he be all right?” 

“Sure, He'll have to give you away at our wedding. 
But we'd better try to round up three horses, get him, 
and see him to a doctor in Dodge City.” 

“Hurry. Let's hurry.” 

‘The three horses rounded up, Herb and Ana rode 
hack north in the night, In the darkness they nearly 
missed Domingo in his hidden gully. When they 
found him and woke him, Domingo sat up, blinking 
his eyes. 

“Where've you been all this time? I thought I was 
deserted.” 


Ana caught her brother in her arms, making him 


wince, 

No one mentioned the past unpleasantness as they 
made breakfast and ate in the early dawn, 

Afterwards they took to the saddle, to bring Do- 
mingo north to @ doctor, Thus it was that Ana and 
Herh found out they could make love on horscback. 
Tt made the miles to Dodge City short as they planned 
their future together. 
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lerb Sweeney had a problem, He had 
rowed money with which to purchase 
Ue along the Rio Grande; but unless 
could find a trail hand to spell him 
tityg the long journey north, he risked 
ing his investment before he could 
| the cows to the Army, Therefore 
veh a quite young and obviously ines- 
fienced Mexican youth offered his 
ivices, Herb accepted the offer in spite 
some misgivings. 


The misgivings changed to consterna: 
mn when the youth was revealed to be 
beautiful senorita, disguised as a man 
she could not be identified and re- 
uned to the middle-aged cabaltero 


hom she had promised to marry. For 


nw Herb’s situation was worse than be- 
in that, asa gallant man, he could 
hot dismiss his segundo, 
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Colonel John Durand had spene Jong 
years uying to instill in his son Matthew, 
also an Army officer, the credo by which 
the older man lived: Never give up and 
never retreat, So when the lienten 
for tactical reasons, temporarily turned 
tail at Bear Paw Ridge, the colonel felt 
disgraced and decided that both he and 
his son had no alternative but to resign 
from the service and start a new life on 
the colonel’s ranch, 

However, Matt, who had submitted to 
strict discipline as a part of his military 
existence, rebelled against it in civilian 
life, and quit the spread to seek his for 
une in a business enterprise with an old 
friend, The prospects for success were 
bright—so bright that a number of hor 
bres became interested in getting it slice 
of the pie and started to write their 
wishes in. gunsmoke. 

At that point Matt's Army training 
came in handy 
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THE GHOST RIDERS — by Jack Pardee 
Author of "Six-Guns of Sasabee” 
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